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CHAPTER I

BACKGROUND

Higher continuing education in the United States has always been impacted by
many economic changes. In the early 1900s, the U.S. economy was known as the Age
o f Industry (Dolence & Norris, 1995). It was a time when machines were introduced
to increase production (Britannica Student Encyclopedia, 2004; Dolence & Norris,
1995). As an industrialized nation, the U.S.’s success depended upon organizations
that hired people to operate tools and machinery to mass-produce goods and products
(Dolence & Norris, 1995; Rohfeld, 1990). Compulsory and post-secondary education
was not a requirement for gainful employment during the Industrial Age (Rohfeld,
1990). However, higher continuing education was involved in training workers to
operate the machines and tools (Rohfeld, 1990).
As technological advancements gradually moved us to a more automated and
information-based economy, American business and industry began replacing people
with machines and computers (Britannica Student Encyclopedia, 2004; Dolence &
Norris, 1995; LaDuke, 2004). The increased use of machines and computers in the
1970s marked the beginning of the Information Age (Britannica Student Encyclopedia,
2004; Dolence & Norris, 1995; LaDuke, 2004). The Information Age is defined as the
age in which vast amounts of facts and information are gathered due to the impact of
computers and the internet (Britannica Student Encyclopedia, 2004; Dolence &
1
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Norris, 1995; LaDuke, 2004). Government, business, and education leaders knew that
a more educated and skilled workforce was needed to continue a strong economy
(Boyett & Conn, 1992; Rohfeld, 1990). Workers in the Information Age would be
required to learn, apply information, deal with change, and think critically (Dolence &
Norris, 1995; Norris & Morrison, 1997). Higher continuing education began redesign
ing the traditional learning model, which focused from the needs of the institution to a
learning model focused on the student needs (Dolence & Norris, 1995; Field &
Leicester, 2000; Norris & Morrison, 1997). Consequently, there were more oppor
tunities for working adults to return to education for professional development such
as evening and weekend courses, satellite and correspondence distance education
courses, and expanded support services (Dauphinais, 1998; Frand, 2000; RossGordon, 1998; Terrell, 1990).
The 21st century economy is moving into the Knowledge Age. The distinction
between the Information Age and the Knowledge Age is that in the Knowledge Age,
facts and information gathered (Information Age) are formed into a knowledge base
from which practice takes place. Thus, medicine, technology, scientific investigation is
advanced because o f the new knowledge generated (Dolence & Norris, 1995; Dmcker,
1994; Field & Leicester, 2000). The Knowledge Age began in the late 1990s and is
marked by an economy based on the creation of new knowledge. Knowledge Age
workers have to advance beyond the education and skills required for the Information
Age workers. They must be proficient in synthesizing through the vast amounts of
information and create relevant knowledge from it (Dolence & Norris, 1995; Field &

Leicester, 2000). Knowledge workers from any profession will require lifelong
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learning opportunities to continually build their knowledge skills (Dolence & Norris,
1995; Drucker, 1994; Schlender, 2004; Wagner, 2002). To provide effective lifelong
learning opportunities to adult workers in the Knowledge Age, higher continuing edu
cation must regularly engage in assessment and evaluation activities. Assessment is
the process of gathering data necessary to determine program needs (Cooper &
Saunders, 2000). Evaluation is the identification, clarification, and application of de
fensible criteria to determine an evaluation object’s value, quality, utility, effective
ness, or significance in relation to those criteria (Worthen, Sanders, & Fitzpatrick,
1997). Both assessment and evaluation are essential in monitoring effectiveness in
providing student support services and student centered learning environments such
as asynchronous learning, online distance education, simulated learning (Douglas,
1999; Hill, 1999; Nuckles, 1999; Olcott, 1996; Brookfield, 1986; Evers, Rush &
Berdrow; 1998; Cooper & Saunders, 2000).

Climate of Higher Continuing Education

As stated, professional development and skills training became increasingly
important as the United States progressed from an industrial-based economy to an
information-based economy (Dolence & Norris, 1995). The need for training and
development sparked new and lucrative business opportunities for corporate univer
sities and for-profit colleges and universities that include Primerica Financial Services
(PFS University); Motorola (Motorola University); McDonald’s (Hamburger
University); Federal Express (Federal Express Leadership Institute); and University
of Phoenix, Kaplan College (Field & Leicester, 2000). Thus, there is increased
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competition between the for-profit institutions of learning and the traditional non
profit colleges and universities.
For-profit institutions attract professional working adults by touting the con
venience and accessibility of courses and services to complete programs within a
specified time frame (Field & Leicester, 2000). Professional adults are identified as
nontraditional students in academia. Nontraditional students are typically 23 years
old and older who return to college after a significant break in their education (Malloch
Sc Montgomery, 1996). These students usually return to education while working
full-time to earn an advanced degree and to upgrade skills that will advance their
careers (Aslanian, 2001; Fischer Zellers, 2003; UCEA, 2002a). Traditional students
are defined as students between the ages of 18 and 22 years old who enter higher
education right after graduating from high school. These students attend college full
time while being financially supported by their parents (Aslanian, 2001; Bean &
Metzner, 1985).
Potential nontraditional students for nonprofit colleges and universities are
professional adults who may receive customized training from their employer in either
a face-to-face workshop or individually via the web. In large corporations, potential
nontraditional students may attend the company’s university (UCEA, 2002c).
Corporate universities offer professional development opportunities to employees
during their workdays or online at their convenience at the expense of the employer.
For many organizations, professional development and training is a part of their goal
statement (Field & Leicester, 2000). Motorola is one such example. The goal of
Motorola is to instill their entire chain with an understanding o f the company’s
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quality vision and inspire a passion to continuously leam. Motorola also wants learn
ing to happen as part o f each employee’s job, at a computer workstation, working
with a team o f suppliers, in customer forums, or individually via a self-paced work
book or audio/videotape (Field & Leicester, 2000; Kohl, 1998).
Statistics indicate that nonprofit public and private colleges and universities
are no longer the primary providers of professional continuing education and training
programs for corporations (UCEA, 2002c). Although nonprofit public and private
higher education institutions have expertise in conducting research, teaching theory
courses and developing curricula, many of these institutions have not tailored their
courses, programs, and services to the nontraditional students (Colgan & Weidemann,
1996; Tierney, 1998). Often times, traditional higher education institutions do not
offer appropriate programming for the nontraditional students who may require
courses in the evenings, weekends, or online (Dolly, 1995; Kohl, 1998; UCEA,
2002a). Nontraditional students also need the convenience of student services such as
course registration and academic advising after standard business office hours
(Dauphinais, 1998). Nontraditional students also want to take courses that provide
them with relevant and practical information that can be readily applied to work
(Cross, 1981; Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 1998). For-profit institutions, like
Sylvan Learning Systems Inc., offer online graduate degree programs to teachers.
These for-profit schools are listening to their customers (nontraditional students) by
providing courses through appropriate mediums, along with a student-friendly
approach (BJumenstyk, 2003). Hence, traditional nonprofit colleges and universities
must be student-focused institutions, providing effective programming and support
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services to nontraditional students to compete with the nonprofit higher education
institutions and corporate universities (Malkin, 1998).

Higher Continuing Education Students of Today

Therefore, the mission of continuing education at higher education institutions
is becoming more critical and challenging as it faces the task of making education and
training opportunities more accessible and attractive to a demographically diverse
population o f students (Hrabowski, 2003; Rohfeld, 1996). The National Center for
Education Statistics (NCES) reported the total higher education enrollment in the U.S.
at 15.6 million students in 2002. The NCES projects that the enrollment of full-time
students will increase 16 percent from 9.2 million to 10.9 million between 2002 and
2012. Part-time enrollments are expected to increase nine percent from 6.3 million to
6.9 million over the same time-period. Interestingly, a study published in The Condi
tion o f Education (2002) reports 73 percent of traditional undergraduate college stu
dents in some way fit the profile of a nontraditional student. The study characterizes
a traditional student as one who graduates with a high school diploma, immediately
enrolls into college after completing high school, depends financially on his/her
parents, and either does not work during the academic year or works few part-time
hours. The economy, unemployment, and rising tuition rates are largely responsible
for fewer numbers of traditional students in college (NCES, 2002; Schuetze & Slowey,

2000).
Women 30 years old and up are the largest demographic group of part-time
students in the United States (U.S. Department of Education, 2002). The second
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largest group is women under 30 years, followed by men under 30 years. Men 30
years and older are predicted to have the smallest growth pattern over the next ten
years (U.S. Department o f Education, 2002). In general, college students are also
becoming more ethnically diverse each year. Minorities were 15 percent of the total
college student enrollment in 1976 compared to 28 percent in 2000 (U.S. Department
o f Education, 2002). Increases were experienced in the three largest minority groups
from 1976 to 2000 (U.S. Department of Education, 2002). Blacks increased from nine
percent to 11 percent, Hispanic students increased from four percent to 10 percent,
and Asian or Pacific Islander students increased from two percent to six percent (U.S.
Department o f Education, 2002). The aforementioned national enrollment statistics
show that higher education students are looking more nontraditional and diverse.
Hence, to attract and retain nontraditional students, recent adult development studies
suggest higher education should focus on socio-cultural issues such as race and eth
nicity, gender, and sexual orientation (Clark & Caffarella, 1999; Field & Leicester,
2000). Socio-cultural issues are critical in serving current college students. A qualita
tive study by Jovita Ross-Gordon (1998) reported many African American and
Hispanic nontraditional students reflected the same concerns and perceived needs as
reported by non-minority nontraditional students. Common perceived needs of
nontraditional students include opportunities to incorporate their past experiences
into course discussions, providing convenient support services, flexible course
schedules, and tuition financing programs (Cross, 1981; Knowles et al., 1998; RossGordon, 1998). However, in the study African American and Hispanic nontraditional
students also had some unique concerns and needs. Some o f these unique concerns and
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needs were for faculty to have a greater understanding of cultural backgrounds, more
inclusion of ethnic groups in the curriculum, inclusion on campus and in classrooms,
and the desire to see more ethnic diversity among students, faculty, and staff (RossGordon, 1998).
It is sometimes difficult for minority students to integrate into a learning en
vironment with values, beliefs, and norms that are from a different ethnic and cultural
base (Bierema, 2002; Chavez & Guido-DeBrito, 1999; Field & Leicester, 2000). These
students, many times, endure invisibility in their classes by being ignored or over
looked by instructors and classmates (Chavez & Guido-DeBrito, 1999; Ross-Gordon,
1998,1999). They also may experience ultra-visibility in their classes by being called
on more frequently by instructors or used as an example or expert in class discussions
that involve racial or cultural issues (Chavez & Guido-DeBrito, 1999; Ross-Gordon,
1998, 1999). Minority students may perceive that their instructors hold lower expec
tations for them than for students of European descent, thereby creating a disparity in
the extent to which information is explained (Johnson-Bailey & Tisdell, 1998; RossGordon, 1998). Minority students may have to deal with being stereotyped as being
less intelligent or gang members (Godina & McCoy, 2000; Ross-Gordon, 1998).
Finally, minority students may experience hostility and abuse from faculty, staff, and
students in the way o f subtle and overt comments and being excluded from activities
and information (Chavez & Guido-DeBrito, 1999). To be successful, studies indicate
minority students have learned to navigate between multiple cultural environments
(Chavez & Guido-DeBrito, 1999; Godina & McCoy, 2000; Ziegahn, 2001). This is a
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routine practice o f people from minority cultures to adjust to the dominant culture
(Chavez & Guido-DeBrito, 1999; Godina & McCoy, 2000; ZIegahn, 2001).
Educators and students from European descent also referred to as Euroethnic
groups are typically unaware of the need for multicultural educational environments
because they have only experienced learning environments based on their own cultural
norms (Chavez & Guido-DeBrito, 1999; Ziegahn, 2001). Most often their experience
has been being part of the majority group in the classroom setting. As part of the
majority culture, Euroethnic people are accustomed to settings where they see people
who look and act like them (O’Byme, 2003). For instance, when Euroethnic students
are in a setting, such as in a classroom, and a multicultural environment is created by
using learning and communication styles that differ from those of the dominant cul
ture, some Euroethnic individuals are resistant (Chavez & Guido-DeBrito, 1999).
However, as Euroethnic individuals are exposed more often to multicultural environ
ments, they also learn to negotiate between different cultural norms just as ethnically
diverse individuals do (Chavez & Guido-DeBrito, 1999; Ziegahn, 2001). Learning is
enhanced when students of all cultures change their underlying beliefs of different
cultures, accept new ways of communicating, and incorporate different learning styles
(Chavez & Guido-DeBrito, 1999; O’Byme, 2003; Ziegahn, 2001).
Gender is another important socio-cultural issue that affects the success of
nontraditional students in higher education (Caffarella & Clark, 1999; Field &
Leicester, 2000). There are more women enrolled in higher education and continued
growth is expected in the upcoming years (U.S. Department of Education, 2002).
Previous research primarily studied male subjects when studying adult development
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in education (Hansman, 1998; Tisdell, 1993). Traditionally, White males who went to
college typically came from affluent families and majored in the fields o f science or
engineering as full-time students (Schuetze & Slowey, 2000; Tisdell, 1993). Studies
indicate that men are primarily independent learners who are oriented toward mastery
o f information presented in a logical and rational manner (Ross-Gordon, 1999; Tisdell,
1993).
In the last ten years, adult development researchers began looking at the
implications o f gender and the success of nontraditional students. Studies indicate
women and men develop differently and therefore have different needs (Bierema,
2002; Ross-Gordon, 1999). Women are typically relational in nature. Women are
inclined to learn more in an environment that embraces collaboration, interdepen
dency, and connectivity between theoretical concepts and real life experiences (RossGordon, 1999; Tisdell, 1993). Women are underrepresented in the hard sciences fields.
However, women now make up the majority o f part-time college enrollments. Unlike
men, women most often have to balance family and employment obligations while
taking courses. Thus, there is a need for educators in higher continuing education to
offer relevant programs with curricula that aptly represent diversity, and effective
services that support and engage both male and female students in the learning process
(Hansman, 1998; Ross-Gordon, 1999; Schuetze & Slowey, 2000; Tisdell, 1993).
Just as socio-cultural issues are priority focus areas for the success of higher
continuing education in servicing nontraditional students, so are academic support
services for this student population. Most nontraditional students are most interested
in the logistical ease and administrative efficiency such as course registration and
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academic advising (Aslanian, 2001; Schuetze & Slowey, 2000). Nontraditional stu
dents are increasingly viewing higher education with the same consumer expectations
that they have for other commercial businesses. These students desire higher educa
tion institutions to have simple procedures, good service, quality courses, and low
costs (Aslanian, 2001).
Technology and distance education are needed to provide flexibility to nontra
ditional students as the demographic profile of students change (Aslanian, 2001; Flint
& Frey, 2003). Information technology has made education more accessible to non
traditional students who do not have geographical access to a campus by providing
access to registration for courses, paying tuition, and using library services online
(Flint & Frey, 2003). Distance education courses also give nontraditional students
access to education. During the 1999-2000 academic year, the U.S. Department of
Education released statistics that showed that almost 10 percent of students (24 years
old and up) took distance education courses. The majority of these distance education
students were women (Camevale, 2002). Statistics indicate that nontraditional stu
dents are attracted to distance education courses because of convenience (Aslanian,
2001). Many students report they prefer face-to-face course instruction; however,
they will take a distance education course for flexibility and convenience (Aslanian,
2001; Camevale & Olsen, 2003; Flint & Frey, 2003).
As demand continues to increase for distance education courses, the challenge
for higher continuing education is to offer distance education programming effectively
(Aslanian, 2001; Camevale & Olsen, 2003). A premier distance education model
offered from the Open University in the United Kingdom attributes the proficiency of
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its model to the following attributes: (1) well-designed multiple media teaching
materials; (2) personal academic support to each student; (3) efficient logistics to
serve students; and (4) faculty who also conduct research (Daniel, 1998). The attri
butes o f the Open University model can be examined and studied by higher education
institutions in the U.S. to see whether a successful distance education model can be
replicated here.
The growing numbers of part-time and nontraditional students are encouraging
for higher education institutions. However, to attract and keep these growing num
bers, higher education needs to provide a flexible, inclusive, and supportive educa
tional environment for all adult women and men (Aslanian, 2001; CMvez & GuidoDiBrito, 1999; Flint & Frey, 2003).

Challenges of Adult Nontraditional Students

As aforementioned, so many college students today have at least one nontradi
tional characteristic, which means effective programs and services are needed to help
nontraditional students succeed (Choy 2002; NCES 2002; Schuetze & Slowey, 2000).
However, to provide effective programs and services such as distance education
courses and technology enhanced services, a deeper understanding o f nontraditional
students is necessary. Malcolm Knowles introduced the andragogy model, the art and
science of helping adults leam, to the United States (Knowles, 1978; Knowles et al.,
1998). The andragogy model distinguishes differences between adults and children in
learning settings. Until the introduction of andragogy to adult education in the United
States, the pedagogical model, which is the art and science of teaching children, was
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the only learning model used in education (Knowles, 1978; Knowles et a!., 1998). The
core principles of andragogy are as follows: (1) the learner’s need to know, (2) the
learner’s self concept, (3) the role of the learner’s experiences, (4) the learner’s readi
ness to leam, (5) the learner’s orientation to learning, and (6) the learner’s motivation
(Knowles et al., 1998). Adults have a need to know why something is necessary to
leam. Children will accept whatever the teacher teaches them to pass the class with a
good grade. Adults have a self-concept of needing to be in control and responsible for
themselves and their decisions. Children depend on the teacher to leam. Adults have
experiences that define their lives and affect their learning. The teacher is the voice of
experience, as children do not have it to draw upon. Adults enter education ready to
leam because they usually attend voluntarily for a purpose. Children are ready to be
taught because it is compulsory. Adults have an orientation to learning that is lifecentered, task-oriented, or problem-centered. Children’s orientation to learning is
subject-centered. Finally, adults are usually internally motivated to leam, whereas
children have external factors motivating them to leam, such as parents and grades
(Knowles et al., 1998). Principles of the andragogy model are reflected within distance
education models like the Open University because distance education students must
be self directed, independent learners, and internally motivated to be successful
(Aslanian, 2001; Camevale & Olsen, 2003; Daniel, 1998; Flint & Frey, 2003;
Knowles et al., 1998). An effective distance education model is one such vehicle from
which adult learning can occur.
In addition to understanding how adults leam, administrators of higher contin
uing education also need to know the characteristics o f the adult students to better
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serve them. The core principles o f adult learning are surrounded by students’ individ
ual differences, situational differences, and differences in their goals and purposes of
learning (Knowles et a l, 1998). K. Patricia Cross (1981) recognized the importance of
the above differences between adults and children in her Characteristics of Adult
Learners (CAL) model. Adults have particular personal characteristics and situational
characteristics that should be recognized by administrators to successfully offer pro
grams such as distance education courses and technology enhanced support services
(Aslanian, 2001; Camevale & Olsen, 2003; Cross, 1981; Daniel, 1998; Flint & Frey,
2003). The personal characteristics that describe adult learners include physiological,
socio-cultural, and psychological factors (Cross, 1981). The CAL model supports the
core principles o f the andragogy model (Cross, 1981; Knowles et al., 1998). An indepth understanding of adult learning models can equip higher continuing education
administrators to effectively provide a conducive learning environment that extends
beyond the classroom environment (Brookfield, 1984; Cross, 1981; Dolly, 1995;
Knowles et al., 1998; MacKinnon-Slaney, 1994; Maehl, 2000).
It is important for higher continuing education administrators to know what
attracts nontraditional students to return to a formal learning environment. However,
it is also important for these administrators to know what prevents nontraditional
students from returning to higher education (Aslanian, 2001; Cross, 1981). Nontraditional students experience barriers that prevent them from positive learning experi
ences (Aslanian, 2001; Cross, 1981; Dolly, 1995; Kim, 2002; Rohfeld, 1996). Nontraditional students need assistance from higher education institutions to make learning
accessible to them (Aslanian, 2001; Dolly, 1995). There are three dimensions of
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barriers that prevent nontraditional students from seeking admission and staying in
educational courses/programs—situational barriers, institutional barriers, and disposi
tional barriers (Cross, 1981; Dolly, 1995). Situational barriers are specific situations in
one’s life at a given time. A few examples are lack of money, lack o f time, lack of
child-care, lack o f transportation. Institutional barriers are policies and procedures at
higher education institutions that exclude or discourage adult nontraditional students
from beginning or completing an educational course/program. Dispositional barriers
are internal perceptions nontraditional students have of themselves and how these
perceptions affect their attitudes and motivations. There is an interactive relationship
between the barriers to learning, needs of adult students, and the academic support
services of higher education institutions. When the needs of adult students and aca
demic support services of the learning institution align, mutual satisfaction is reached
(Dolly, 1995). Nontraditional students experience satisfaction from persisting to com
plete their educational goals, and higher continuing education achieves its mission of
effectively serving this student population (Brookfield, 1984; Cross, 1981; Dolly,
1995; Knowles et al., 1998; MacKinnon-Slaney, 1994; Maehl, 2000).
Nontraditional students may be older adults who never completed a college
degree or who completed a college degree earlier in life and have returned to earn an
advanced degree or certificate (Aslanian, 2001; Dychtwald, 2003). These students
desire to accomplish educational goals. Evening and weekend classes should be
available for students working during the week in the mornings and afternoons (Dolly,
1995; Wlodkowski, 2003). Online classes are another option for these students
(Camevale & Olsen, 2003; Carr, 2000). Student affairs offices such as financial aid,
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bursar, advising and counseling services need extended hours and online access
(Dauphinais, 1998; Flint & Frey, 2003). Adults who are parents may need child-care
services (Ross-Gordon, 1998). Academic advising and psychological counseling
services are also critical support areas to returning students (Ayers-Hilliard, 1999;
MacKinnon-Slaney, 1994; Malloch & Montgomery, 1996). Higher education institu
tions must embrace the growing nontraditional student population. One way for
higher learning institutions to embrace nontraditional students is for the institutions to
regularly assess and evaluate their academic support services (Aslanian, 2001; Dolly,
1995).

Statement of the Problem

This study will address the lack of academic assessment and evaluation and
their impact on academic support services in higher continuing education. Assessment
and evaluation are a part o f a pantheon of practices that can inform in the delivery of
better academic support services. Failure to regularly engage in assessment and evalu
ation leaves higher continuing education administrators uninformed about who their
students are and whether they provide them with relevant and effective programs and
services. For instance, administrators are unable to specify the nontraditional student
characteristics and demographics of their students. Administrators will not know the
learning and support needs to provide their students. They will not be sensitive to
diversity issues relating to ethnicity and gender. Finally, they will not know the
appropriate academic support services to provide for their students, which include
technology enhanced services, flexible scheduling, and distance education. In this
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contemporary climate in which institutions of higher learning axe facing enrollment
challenges, it will be critical to address the needs of students and how institutions can
address those critical needs.
Background information related to this study dates back to research that was
conducted in 1995, which assessed the student service and academic support needs of
students attending Campus Ill/Weekend College at Western Michigan University. The
Office of Campus Ill/Weekend College was responsible for offering academic courses
on weekends that led to a general baccalaureate degree, two graduate degrees, and three
graduate certificates. There was a variety o f course delivery formats available from
Friday to Sunday for students to take a part-time course load. The Campus III/
Weekend College study identified the students most interested in attending courses
held on weekends. The study also identified the academic and student support
services which were classified as most important to least important by the students.
These desired services aligned with the demographics gathered from the students.
Over half o f the study’s respondents were between the ages o f 35 and 54 years with
the majority employed while taking courses. Sixty-eight percent of the 120 students
surveyed were female. Descriptive statistics and analysis o f variance (ANOVA)
showed these students placed greater emphasis on accessible parking, availability of
courses, availability o f telephone course registration, flexible course scheduling, and
adequate library services. University health care and child care were services deemed
not important by the surveyed Weekend College students (Dolly, 1995). These find
ings were specific for the institution studied. The study provided the institution the
opportunity to create data driven policy changes within the Weekend College unit
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However, the implications for higher continuing education institutions, in general,
were the importance o f regular assessment o f student services to better serve the
nontraditional students.
Years have passed since the Western Michigan University Campus IH/Weekend College study was conducted in 1995. The next formal assessment activity con
ducted by Continuing Education was in 2002. However, within that relatively short
period, dramatic changes have occurred at Western Michigan University and within
United States higher education in general. The number of students completing pro
grams while being employed full-time and part-time continues to increase, making it
necessary for more courses to be offered during weekday evenings as well as on
weekends. In fact, the weekend course delivery format at WMU was so popular with
adult students by the mid-nineties that weekend courses could no longer be confined
to just one unit. Campus Ill/Weekend College was disbanded in 1996 and weekend
courses became available at all of the University’s branch campus locations. The
researcher, being the new Campus Ill/Weekend College Director, was involved in
changing the name o f the unit and re-directing its focus. The unit’s focus expanded to
offer evening courses during the week and summer two-week intensive courses along
with weekend courses. These changes were proposed to the Dean based on the
recommendations from Dr. Dolly’s study (Dolly, 1995).

Purpose o f the Study

The purpose o f this study is to explore the perceived level of satisfaction in
the delivery of academic support services for nontraditional students at nonprofit

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

19
colleges and universities with the objective of recruitment and retention. This study
will sample nontraditional students who attended Western Michigan University
branch campuses in the year 2002. This study will be similar to the Campus III/
Weekend College study conducted in 1995. However, this study will examine the
perceived satisfaction level of part-time graduate and undergraduate nontraditional
students from six WMU branch campuses, which includes a larger geographical area.
The nontraditional student population takes courses in the evenings, on weekends,
and using distance education mediums.
The study will also examine whether changes have occurred in the demo
graphics and characteristics of the nontraditional students since the study conducted
in 1995. The intent o f this study is to provide an effective checkup for Western
Michigan University on its services to nontraditional students and validate the use of
the survey instrument as an assessment tool in the future. Finally, the intent o f the
researcher is for this study to be a useful model for comparable higher education
institutions to use in examining their effectiveness and appropriateness in providing
academic support services to nontraditional students who will impact the workforce
of the new millennium.

Research Questions

1) How has higher continuing education at Western Michigan University
made an impact on the development of a skilled workforce?
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2) What are the demographics and characteristics of Western Michigan Uni
versity nontraditional students? Have the demographics and characteristics
changed for this population of students?
3) What student academic support services have Western Michigan Univer
sity nontraditional students attending evening and weekend courses per
ceived as being satisfied or needed in the year 2002 as compared to the
year 1995?
4) What institutional barriers are significant to nontraditional students in the
year 2002?

Definition of Terms

Higher Continuing Education: Educational programs targeted to adult, parttime students at four-year institutions.
Age o f Industry (Industrial Age): The economic time period from the early
1900s through the 1960s when machines were used to increase the production of
goods and services.
Information Age: The economic period beginning in the 1970s through the
early 1990s. There was an increase in the use of machines In business and industry.
Computers were also introduced as a means of storing volumes of Information
(Dolence & Norris, 1995).
Knowledge Age: The economic period when facts and information are formed
into a knowledge base from which practice takes place.
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For-profit Institutions: Colleges and universities that are privately owned by
an individual or stockholders. These institutions operate to generate a profit like other
businesses in corporate America. They do not depend on state or federal funding.
Nontraditional Students: As defined by Malloch and Montgomery (1996),
these students are typically 23 years old or older who return to college after a signif
icant break (more than a year after high school graduation) in their education.
Traditional Students: Students between the ages of 18 and 22 years old who
enter college the semester after graduating from high school. These students attend
college full-time and are fully dependent on their parents for financial support.
i: Colleges and universities that have nonprofit
status by the federal government.
Public Nonprofit Colleges/Universities: Institutions that have the nonprofit
status and receive state and federal government funding to operate.
Private Nonprofit Colleges/Universities: Institutions that have the nonprofit
status and are privately owned. They do not receive state and federal government
funding to operate.
-Corporate Universities: Professional development and training units at corpo
rations offered to their employees. Some training may be connected to academic
credit.
Support Services (Academic/Student): Services provided by colleges and uni
versities for students which may include course registration, admissions, financial aid,
academic advising, counseling, child care, library services, bookstore, computer
services, etc.
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Socio-eultural: Issues that deal with race, ethnicity, gender and sexual orienta
tion.
Euroethnic: People who are of European descent.
Andraeogv. An adult development model introduced in the U.S. by Malcolm
Knowles (1978). The literal meaning is the art and science of helping adults learn.
Pedagogical Model (Pedagogy): The art and science o f teaching children.
Characteristics of Adult Learners (C A P : A model by K. Patricia Cross (1981)
that describes the physiological, socio-cultural, and psychological characteristics of
adult learners.
Barriers: Hindrances and challenges adult students face when they return to
higher education.
Situational Barriers: Specific life situations adults encounter such as marriage,
births, death, unemployment, lack of money, time, childcare and transportation.
Institutional Barriers: Policies, procedures, and services enacted by colleges
and universities that create challenges for nontraditional students.
Dispositional Barriers: The internal perceptions nontraditional students
impose on themselves that create challenges such as low self-esteem and fear.
Lyceums: Public lectures and concerts.
Morrill Land Grant Act: An Act named after Senator Justin Morrill and
passed in 1862 which granted public land to states to support their land grant
colleges.
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Land Grant Colleges: Public nonprofit colleges established to provide voca- ■
tional degree programs, (i.e., agriculture) and traditional academic programming, (i.e.,
liberal arts).
Wisconsin Idea: A state funded collaboration initiative of offering short
courses in agriculture and business taught by University of Wisconsin faculty to
people from the state o f Wisconsin to foster a dialogue between them in order to solve
problems and to advance industry and commerce of the state.
Chautauqua Movement: An initiative to provide public service education by
offering lyceums and institutes to provide for lifelong learning opportunities that later
expanded into academic degree program offerings.
Third-age Students: Students who are at or very near retirement age who
return to higher education.
Baby Boom Generation: People bom within the years 1946 and 1964.
New-nontraditional Students: Students who are between the ages of 18 and 22
years old who attend college part-time and need academic support services like non
traditional students however they lack life experience.
Graduate Students: Students who have earned a bachelor’s degree and are
enrolled in a Master’s or doctoral degree program.
Generation X: People bom between the years 1965 and 1976.
Geographical Access: Strategically located offices/buildings that create oppor
tunities and convenience for students who are place bound.
Logistical Access: Procedures and processes that provide convenience for
students.
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Financial Access: Financing support and opportunities for students which
include low cost, grants and loan programs.
Psychological Access: Internal perception students have of being a college
student, which is impacted by support from the college/university community,
family, and friends.
Household Income: Combined income of all workers in a household (Quicken).
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CHAPTER D

LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction

The purpose o f this study is to explore the effectiveness of higher education at
nonprofit colleges and universities in providing appropriate student academic support
services that impact student recruitment and retention to ultimately produce a skilled
workforce. The review o f current and relevant literature will prepare the foundation
for this study. A similar study was conducted in the year 1995 at Western Michigan
University. It assessed the special service needs of adult student who attended Week
end College at the University (Dolly, 1995). This study will evaluate the changes that
occurred between the years 1995 and 2002.
The review o f literature will look at the historical perspective o f higher con
tinuing education in servicing nontraditional students. Second, it will examine the role
higher continuing education played in the social and political reform efforts o f the
United States from the early 1800s to the present. Third, nontraditional student char
acteristics and demographics will be identified. Fourth, the chapter will review
theories of adult learning and development and the relevance o f the body of knowledge
on serving nontraditional students. Fifth, the role of student academic support serv
ices for recruitment and retention of nontraditional students will be explored. Finally,
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this chapter will explore the futurist research on trends in higher education and the
forecasted impact on higher continuing education enrollments.

Historical Perspective o f Higher Continuing Education

The earliest record of continuing education activity was in Europe during the
early 1800s {Rohfeld, 1990; Strother & Kins, 1982). The first external degree was
offered through the University of London in 1836 (Strother & Klus, 1982). It is also
documented that faculty from Cambridge University held lectures and courses to men
and women who were not formally attending university but were desirous of con
tinued learning (Rohfeld, 1990). James Stuart, a Cambridge faculty, was recognized for
developing the English model of extension courses. Stuart’s extension course model
consisted o f a printed syllabus, written assignments, lectures, and discussion, which
eventually led Cambridge University to establish the first university extension unit in
1873 with the development of an extramural teaching program (Rohfeld, 1990;
Strother & Klus, 1982).
By the 1870s, the United States adapted continuing education activities from
the European model in the form of mechanics’ institutes and lyceums (popular lec
tures and concerts) (Rohfeld, 1990). These activities were frequently held at public
libraries. Guest speakers were invited to speak on a variety o f topics, such as farming.
They provided the audience with practical information. Primarily, topics were chosen
based on interest from the general public. Public lectures were a strong force behind
the formalization of extension education. For example, Massachusetts Institute of
Technology and Johns Hopkins University both offered evening public lectures as

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

27
their continuing education activity from the time they were established. The evening
public lectures attracted many adults who were interested in topics ranging from prac
tical to civic issues. The lecture method, however, did not provide in-depth study on a
subject. This led to many independent speaker bureaus and independent university
extension activities that provided in-depth study courses. In-depth courses were
designed with measures and outcomes for course participants. Eventually, the
N ational Society for the Extension of University Teaching was formed in 1890 as an

advisory and booking agency (Rohfeld, 1990).

Role o f Higher Education in U.S. Social and Political Reform

During the post-Civil War period, university enrollments were steadily
decreasing in traditional academic fields o f study such as clergy, medicine, and law
(Rohfeld, 1990; Strother & Klus, 1982). By contrast, vocational careers in mechanics,
commerce and agriculture were gaining popularity. University Extensions offered
public lectures as a form of entertainment and for learning. Many middle class people
attended public lectures and they were becoming more interested in vocational careers
(Rohfeld, 1990).
Also during this time period, there was growing discontent and disenfranchise
ment within the nation caused by the monopoly o f power governing major industries
as the railroad, banks, and manufacturers of agricultural machinery (Rohfeld, 1990).
Eventually, reform efforts, headed by citizen groups, established railroad rate regula
tions, state owned banks and agricultural machinery. Two examples in the reform
efforts that involved higher education extension were the Morrill Land Grant Act and
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the Wisconsin Idea {Rohfeld, 1990; Strother & Klus, 1982). Representatives for the
federal government recognized a need for people to receive formal training/education in
subjects categorized under vocational or practical education to further the industrial
ization of the nation. Urban areas were being established around businesses like the
banks and factories that manufactured machinery for mass-producing agricultural
products. Hence, there was the formulation and passing of the Morrill Land Grant
Act in 1862. The Act was named after Senator Justin Morrill. He was a self-educated
farmer from Vermont who understood from personal experience the importance of
providing educational opportunities to working class people. The Morrill Act granted
public land to states to support their land grant colleges because the federal govern
ment saw the need for colleges to offer vocational programming alongside their tradi
tional academic programming (Key, 1996; Parker, Greenbaum, & Pister, 2001;
Strother & Klus, 1982). Thus, land grant colleges offered subjects in practical (voca
tional) education subjects such as agriculture, mechanics, and commerce (Key, 1996;
Parker et al., 2001; Strother & Klus, 1982). The number of state representatives and
senators was used to determine the distribution of land to the states for the colleges.
The new law forced the colleges to include vocational programs as part of their aca
demic programming. Since many o f the students in the vocational education programs
were mature adults, the courses were offered at times and locations convenient to their
schedules (Key, 1996; Parker et al., 2001; Rohfeld, 1990).
The Wisconsin Idea is another example of the involvement of higher continuing
education in providing public service to the people. The Wisconsin Idea was an initi
ative sponsored by the University of Wisconsin under the leadership of Charles Van
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Hise and the State o f Wisconsin Governor, Robert LaFollette, which brought exper
tise from the university to the community to solve problems and to advance Industry
and commerce (Ohliger & Fewster, 1975; Portman, 1979; Rohfeld, 1990; Scott, 1999).
The state government supported the initiative with funding to offer short courses that
gave the university faculty, farmers and business people opportunities to dialogue
(Rohfeld, 1990). Initiatives like the Wisconsin Idea were adopted across the nation in
an effort to revitalize the view o f higher education in America, which suffered after the
Civil War. After the Civil War many people were attracted to the vocational-type
positions, like business, commerce, and agriculture. These fields did not require a
traditional college degree. However, skilled workers were needed to fill the available
jobs. The purpose o f the Wisconsin Idea was to bring the business and commerce and
education together (Rohfeld, 1990). Colleges and universities were initially reluctant
to consider vocational programs through their extension units as comparable to their
traditional academic programs (Rohfeld, 1990). However, once the government allo
cated funding to colleges and universities for programs like the Morrill Act, vocational
programs were considered worthy o f research as traditional academic programs
(Rohfeld, 1990; Strother & Klus, 1982). The federal and state government recognized
how important it was for the colleges and universities to fulfill their mission of public
responsibility and service to the American people. Acts like the Morrill Land Grant
and Wisconsin Idea further demonstrate the important role higher continuing educa
tion played in the development o f this country (Ohliger & Fewster, 1975; Portman,
1979; Rohfeld, 1990; Scott, 1999).
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Chautauqua Movement

Another notable development in the history o f higher continuing education
was the Chautauqua movement, which began as a summer camp program in 1874 for
Sunday School teachers under the Methodist church (Rohfeld, 1990). The co-founders
were Bishop John H. Vincent (superintendent) and Lewis Miller (president).
Reverend Vincent was a Methodist theologian and Miller was a wealthy Methodist
layman. Neither of them earned a college education. However, they believed in edu
cational opportunities for all people throughout their lifetime. The Chautauqua
mission to provide public service education was the beginning of the lifelong learning
concept and an expansion o f the earlier institutes and lyceums (Axford, 1969;
Rohfeld, 1990; Scott, 1999).
The Chautauqua Sunday School summer camp was held in Fair Point, New
York. The Sunday School program was modeled after courses for the public school
teachers of that day offered at universities. The Sunday School program grew so
popular that the program was augmented to offer larger, more complex religious and
secular programs. As Chautauqua grew, there were many serious students completing
formal programs but a larger number o f students attended the popular courses, which
consisted o f general lectures, music, and other entertainment (Axford, 1969; Rohfeld,
1990; Scott, 1999). By 1879, Chautauqua was active year-round via a nationwide net
work o f discussion groups and four-year cycle reading programs offered through the
Chautauqua Literary and Scientific Circle (CLSC) (Axford, 1969; Scott, 1999; Strother
& Klus, 1982). Chautauqua is recognized for establishing the first summer school and
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formal correspondence study program in America. In fact, presidents from many of
the outstanding universities (i.e., University o f Chicago, University of Wisconsin)
were affiliated with Chautauqua and subscribed to the Chautauqua mission (Axford,
1969; Portman, 1979; Scott, 1999).
Throughout the history of higher continuing education, there was little sup
port and recognition from mainstream academia because vocational education and
training programs were not considered as important to the academic elite (Portman,
1979; Rohfeld, 1990; Strother & Klus, 1982). As mentioned earlier, many college and
university administrators did not view continuing education activities as an integral
part of the mission of the institution. Work completed by continuing education units
was viewed as comparable to auxiliary enterprise departments such as campus book
stores or auditoriums (Rohfeld, 1990). However, there was a change in the perception
o f continuing education in higher education (Ohliger & Fewster, 1975; Portman, 1979;
Rohfeld, 1990; Strother & Klus, 1982). The historical review of higher education in
America revealed the vital presence o f continuing education in providing education and
training programs targeted to an adult population not typically associated with aca
demia (Ohliger & Fewster, 1975; Portman, 1979). The vocational programs offered by
higher continuing education were for the benefit of advancing the economy in the
United States (Ohliger & Fewster, 1975; Portman, 1979; Rohfeld, 1990; Strother &
Klus, 1982).
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Definition and Characteristics o f Adult Students

Throughout the history o f higher continuing education in the United States,
the targeted student population is described as adult or nontraditional students. Aca
demia defines an adult or nontraditional student differently than our nation’s legal
definition o f an adult, which is a person at least 18 years old (Aslanian, 2001; Bean &
Metzner, 1985). In the United States, an adult student in academia is defined differ
ently than the legal definition of a person being at least 18 years old (Aslanian, 2001;
Bean & Metzner, 1985). College students between the ages o f 18 and 22, following
the traditional path of entering college directly from high school, as full-time status
and financially dependent on parents, are commonly referred to as traditional students
(Aslanian, 1993;Tinto, 1987). However, post-secondary education uses different
term s to describe students who do not fit the traditional student definition. Most

common in the literature and on college and university campuses, these “different”
students are interchangeably called adults or nontraditional students (Aslanian, 2001;
Kim, 2002; Malloch & Montgomery, 1996). The definition of nontraditional students
for many post-secondary institutions is derived merely from the age o f the student.
For example, the operational definition o f an adult nontraditional student at the
University of Wisconsin is age 22 years or older. Western Michigan University
defines its adult nontraditional students as being age 25 years or older. The Office of
Adult Learning Services at The College Board also defines adult students as being 25
years or older. This study uses the terminology adult students and nontraditional
students interchangeably.

permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

33
In a study conducted by Malloch and Montgomery (1996) on variations of
adult student characteristics, another definition of nontraditional students was used
that included a specific adult student characteristic. Nontraditional students were
defined as students at least 23 years old who had experienced a break in their educa
tion (Malloch & Montgomery, 1996). The most significant aspect of this definition as
pointed out by Malloch and Montgomery is the acknowledgment of the student
experiencing a break in his/her education (Malloch & Montgomery, 1996). The break
in education may have occurred between high school graduation and college entrance
for reasons such as being gainfully employed or serving in the military (Malloch &
Montgomery, 1996). It is assumed that part-time students are nontraditional stu
dents. However, nontraditional students do not necessarily attend college on a parttime basis (Aslanian, 2001; Bean & Metzner, 1985).
In its most recent report, the National Center for Education Statistics defined
an undergraduate nontraditional student by seven common characteristics (Choy,
2002). The following descriptors are common characteristics of nontraditional
students (Choy, 2002):
1) Students who delay enrollment into a post-secondary Institution by at
least one calendar year;
2) Students who attend part-time for at least part of the academic year;
3) Students who work full-time (at least 35 hours or more per week) while
enrolled;
4) Students who are considered financially Independent for purposes of
determining eligibility for financial aid;
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5) Students who have dependents other than a spouse (usually children or
sometimes others);
6) Students who are a single parent (either not married or married but sepa
rated and have dependents);
7) Students who do not have a high school diploma (completed high school
with a GED or other high school completion certificate or did not finish
high school).
The above descriptors of nontraditional students are further clarified by
placing the student characteristics on a continuum. The continuum o f nontraditional
student characteristics is used to determine the extent to which students are defined as
being nontraditional. Students are considered minimally nontraditional if they possess
only one nontraditional characteristic, moderately nontraditional with two or three
nontraditional characteristics, and highly nontraditional if they possess more than
three nontraditional characteristics (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Choy, 2002).
The U.S. Department of Education published an enrollment report classifying
students as nontraditional using the above continuum. The report showed that of the
13 million U.S. undergraduate students only 27 percent of them were traditional in the
year 2000. The remaining 73 percent of undergraduate students were in some way
nontraditional. The breakdown was 17 percent were minimally nontraditional, 28
percent were moderately nontraditional, and 28 percent were highly nontraditional
(Choy, 2002).
Continuing education professionals recognize two sub-groups within the non
traditional student population (DeGabriele, 2001; Malloch & Montgomery, 1996;
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Miller Brown, 2000; Novak, 2001). The first sub-group nontraditional student is
older adults or third-age students. Third-age students usually return to higher educa
tion to begin a new career interest or to take courses for pleasure (Miller Brown,
2000; Novak, 2001). These students are usually financially stable and they are seeking
self-fulfillment through continued learning (DeGabriele, 2001; Dychtwald, 2003;
Miller Brown, 2000). The third age students of today are baby boomers that were
bom between the years 1946 and 1964 (Dychtwald, 2003). Unlike previous genera
tions, older adults today are maintaining active and productive lives for up to 30 years
beyond retirement (Dychtwald, 2003).
The second sub-group is new-nontraditional students. New-nontraditional
students are age 18 to 22 years working and taking less than a full load of courses per
semester (DeGabriele, 2001). New-nontraditional students require the same type of
flexibility for scheduling classes and access to student services like nontraditional
students. The difference between new-nontraditional students and traditional students
is their psychological and motivational needs. For instance, many new-nontraditional
students are not interested in the socialization into college life that is important to
traditional age students (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Tinto, 1987). New-nontraditional
students may commute to campus for classes, carry a part-time course load, have
family obligations, work to support themselves, and finance their education
(DeGabriele, 2001). However, the major distinction between new-nontraditional
students and nontraditional students is their lack o f life experience such as gainful
employment or military service (DeGabriele, 2001).
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Malcolm Knowles identified prior life experience as a core assumption of adult
learners (Knowles, 1978; Knowles et al., 1998). Adult students have more experience
than traditional age students because o f their age (Knowles et al., 1998). They also
have a different quality of experience than traditional students (Knowles et al., 1998).
Thus, the experience of nontraditional students impacts the learning environment in
four ways (Knowles et al., 1998). Classrooms filled with nontraditional students have
a wider range of individual differences among the students (Knowles et al., 1998). The
experience of nontraditional students offers a rich resource to the learning environment
(Knowles et a l, 1998; Cowman, 1995). However, nontraditional students may also
have biases because o f prior experiences that prevent new learning. Finally, nontraditiona! students identify themselves by their experience, which can impact their
success in the learning environment (Knowles et al., 1998).
Historically, graduate students have also been grouped with the nontraditional
student population because they are experienced students, meaning they have matured
psychologically since receiving their bachelor’s degree. The majority of graduate stu
dents, in the past, attended class full-time directly after completing an undergraduate
degree. After graduating, they sought employment in their field of specialization.
Today, graduate students look quite different than in years past as the majority of
them attend college part-time and are employed full-time while completing graduate
degrees and certificates (Aslanian, 1993). Many graduate students choose to work a
year or two after completing their bachelor’s degree before returning to complete a
master’s degree or graduate certificate. The Department of Education reported over
half o f the graduate student population enrollment status as part-time (NCES, 2002).
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This example clearly points to a diverse population of college students today
(Aslanian, 2001; NCES, 2002; UCEA, 2002c).
The aforementioned definitions for adult or nontraditional students support
the use o f classifying students by demographics and characteristics (Aslanian, 1993,
2001; Cross, 1981; Dychtwald, 2003; Knowles et al., 1998). Carol Aslanian (1993)
gave a poignant example in her article “Back from the Future, Part Two” of a student
named Pat, who goes to college part-time in the evening, goes to work part-time in the
day, and lives at home with her/his mother. You would not be able to tell whether Pat
was a 31-year-old divorcee, an 18-year-old married man, a 47-year-old single woman,
or any o f the previous.
The demographic and characteristic differences found in today’s college stu
dents may be attributed to the cyclic life stage patterns of adults. It is becoming
harder to target students based solely on age (Aslanian, 1993,2001; Choy, 2002;
Dychtwald, 2003). Maddy Dychtwald (2003) explored this new phenomenon of
cyclic life patterns in her latest work. Traditionally, adult lifespan theory was linear
by age: early adulthood (ages 23-35), mid-life transition (ages 35-45), middle adult
hood (ages 45-57), late adult transition (ages 57-65), and late adulthood (ages 65 and
older) (Sheehy, 1977). Adults followed the strict map of life events: graduation, first
job, marriage, first child, empty nest, retirement, widowhood, and death (Sheehy,
1977). Gail Sheehy’s study was built from the work conducted by a renowned human
growth and development researcher, Erik Erikson (Sheehy, 1977,1995). Erik'Erikson
developed a linear model where each stage o f life is based on psychological struggles
that shape major aspects o f our personalities (Sheehy; 1977, 1995).
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Arthur Cfaickering and Robert Havighurst (1981) adapted Sheehy’s adult life
span model specifically to adult students. Adult students who fell within the early
adulthood period most often enrolled part-time in a flexible program to accommodate
family and home situations with the purpose of fulfilling their career ambitions. The
majority of middle adulthood students returned to school to begin a second career.
Late adulthood students returned for courses to enrich their lives. Even considering
the adaptation of the linear lifespan for adult students, many adult students are not
necessarily fitting into the model (Dychtwald, 2003; Evers, 1998; Field & Leicester,
2000; Malloch & Montgomery, 1996).
In her later work, Gail Sheehy (1995) updated her lifespan model to include
provisional adulthood (ages 18-30); first adulthood (ages 30-45); and second adult
hood (ages 45-85+). Her research concluded that the sequence of life stages has
stretched by five to ten years and the sequence of stages has also changed (Sheehy,
1995). Many of these lifespan changes were influenced by the baby boom generation,
which significantly impacts the economy and society due to the large number of
people bom between the years 1946 and 1964. As baby boomers grow older they are
challenging the established lifestyle patterns (Dychtwald, 2003). They want to work
beyond the established retirement age, stay active in recreational activities, take part
in lifelong learning opportunities, and enjoy quality of life (Dychtwald, 2003; Evers,
1998). Advancements in healthcare and technology have made their desires possible
(Dychtwald, 2003). Years ago, another well-respected adult development expert, K.
Patricia Cross (1981) predicted these phenomena would occur and it should not be a
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surprise that economic changes would be directly affected by the baby boom
generation.
The younger generations also benefit from the changes in lifestyle patterns.
Younger adults do not feel obligated to follow a prescribed lifestyle (Dychtwald,
2003; Florida, 2002). Young people today have access to more information and tech
nology (Choy, 2002; Frand, 2000; NCES, 2001,2002). They are better educated than
past generations (Florida, 2002; NCES, 2002; Schlender, 2004). Young adults want a
better quality of life for themselves (Dychtwald, 2003; Florida, 2002). For instance, if
considering relocation for a career opportunity, salary and health and retirement
benefit packages are not the only top priority. Richard Florida (2002) groups the
Generation X adults as part o f the creative class. The creative class consists of people
who add economic value through their creativity. Creative Class or Generation X
young adults do not plan to settle into a career with one company until retirement
(Dychtwald, 2003; Florida, 2002). This was the past norm. Generation X adults will
probably change careers at least seven times within their lifetime (Dychtwald, 2003;
Engebretson, 2004; Florida, 2002; Reynolds, 2004). Because they are selective, they
are also looking for autonomy and control of their career destiny (Florida, 2002). For
example, many Generation X’ers feel setting their own work hours is a priority; this
is one form o f autonomy they consider essential when seeking employment (Florida,
2002). Many o f these young people are then opting to forgo careers with large corpo
rations to open small businesses in computer technology or service, (i.e., personal
grooming salons, consulting) (Florida, 2002). There are many more examples today of
people delaying marriage and family commitments, increases in divorce, multiple
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career changes, and later retirements. These demographic changes have added to the
complexity o f providing appropriate programming and support services for students
in higher education (Aslanian, 2001; Dychtwald, 2003; Field & Leicester, 2000;
Florida, 2002; Levine, 1989; Schuetze & Slowey, 2000; Tierney, 1998).

Development o f Adult Nontraditional Students

A distinct characteristic of adult students recognized among notable re
searchers of adult education is the experience these students bring with them to the
classroom (Axford, 1969; Cross, 1981; Knowles, 1978; Silling, 1984). The prior
experiences that adults have had impacts their learning by creating a wider range of
individual differences, providing a rich resource for learning, creating biases that inhibit
or shape new learning, and providing foundation for self-identity (Knowles et al.,
1998). Unlike traditional age college students (18-22 years old), nontraditional stu
dents have a larger frame o f reference for life experiences to better understand their
course subjects (Knowles et a i, 1998). The majority of adult students have clear goals
for what they want to achieve by returning to school (Knowles et al., 1998; Lowman,
1995; Silling 1984). Adults also desire to immediately use the information they receive
from the educational experience (Knowles et al., 1998; Silling, 1984). This immediate
use of learned information is considered transfer learning (Wlodkowski, 2003).
Adult development and adult learning theory recognize the differences that
exist between traditional age students and nontraditional students (Caffarelta & Clark,
1999; Cross, 1981; Knowles et al., 1998; Lowman, 1995; Silling 1984). Malcolm
Knowles introduced the concept of andragogy to America, which revolutionized the
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field o f adult education. Andragogy is the art and science of teaching adults (Knowles,
1978; Knowles et al., 1998). The model is based on six assumptions of adult students.
First, adult students have the need to know why they need to leam something before
undertaking it. Second, they have a self-concept of being responsible for themselves
and effective educational programming should encourage self-directed learning. Third,
adult students bring prior experience with them into the classroom. Fourth, adult
students have a readiness to leam once they recognize a need to leam something.
Fifth, adult students have an orientation to learning which is based on solving a prob
lem or meeting a need in their lives. Sixth, the motivation of adult students to leam is
internal (satisfaction, self-esteem, quality of life) as well as external (promotions,
better jobs, money) (Knowles, 1978; Knowles et al., 1998).
The andragogy model depends on the psychological maturity o f adults that
impacts their learning (Knowles, 1978; Knowles et al., 1998). Not all adults are
psychologically mature (Fiske & Chiriboga, 1991; Knowles et al., 1998; Sheehy,
1995). Hence, higher continuing education educators have to assist nontraditional
students in recognizing their learning capabilities. For instance, nontraditional students
may be self-reliant individuals, but revert back to dependant learners (like children) in
an educational setting (Fiske & Chiriboga, 1991; Knowles et al., 1998). They remem
ber being told what to do and how to do it by the teacher (Knowles et al., 1998).
Higher continuing educators must empower nontraditional students to develop into
independent learners when planning effective educational programming that will
attract and retain these students (Knowles et a!., 1998; Lowman, 1995; Maehi, 2000).
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To empower nontraditional students, higher continuing educators must under
stand the developmental process of adults (Caffarella & Clark, 1999; Fiske &
Chiriboga, 1991; Knowles et al., 1998). Adult development theory, like adult learning
theory, recognizes the importance o f understanding the psychological growth and
development of adults to design effective educational programming (Caffarella &
Clark, 1999). Adult development theory helps explain differences in the way adults
learn at different life stages (Caffarella & Clark, 1999; Fiske & Chiriboga, 1991;
Knowles et al., 1998).
The latest studies in adult development denote attention should be given to
socio-cultural issues such as gender, race and ethnicity, and sexual orientation that are
embedded in the demographic makeup of nontraditional students (Caffarella & Clark,
1999; Chavez & Guido-DiBrito, 1999; Edwards & Brooks, 1999; Ross-Gordon;
1999). A qualitative study conducted by Jovita Ross-Gordon demonstrates the
importance o f race and ethnicity in the development of nontraditional students. RossGordon (1998) studied the needs and concerns of minority nontraditional students
from Eastern University. Many of the responses from the African American and
Hispanic adult nontraditional students reflected the same concerns and perceived
needs as reported in previous studies representing the entire U.S. nontraditional stu
dent population. These common concerns and needs of nontraditional students were
managing multiple life roles, flexible course scheduling, convenient advising, and
adequate financial aid.
However, the study also identified concerns and perceived needs specific to
minority nontraditional students. The concerns pud needs unique to these students are
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the lack of instructional support from instructors, limited inclusion of other cultures
in curricula, isolation in the classroom and campus community, being stereotyped,
limited ethnic diversity among the student population, faculty, and staff (RossGordon, 1998).
On the other hand, educators and students from White ethnic groups are typi
cally unconscious o f the need for multicultural educational environments because they
have only experienced learning based on their own cultural norms (Chavez & DiBrito,
1999). These individuals may be resistant to learning in environments that are differ
ent to their cultural norm (Chdvez & Guido-DiBrito, 1999). Fortunately, once White
individuals are exposed to multicultural environments, they also learn to navigate
between different cultural norms (Chavez & Guido-DiBrito, 1999). Overall, learning is
enhanced when multicultural learning practices and skills are incorporated (Caffarella
& Clark, 1999; Chavez & Guido-DiBrito, 1999; Ross-Gordon, 1999).
Gender is another increasingly important area in adult development. Since
more women are students in higher education, higher education must incorporate poli
cies and learning environments that are conducive to female nontraditional students.
Foundational adult development models studied men as representatives for the entire
population (Hangman, 1998; Tisdell, 1993). Research that considers both genders has
found significant differences between the developmental needs o f men and women
(Bierema, 2002; Ross-Gordon, 1999). Studies that compare men and women cate
gorize men as being more individualistic with principles based on justice and logic
(Bierema, 2002; Hansman, 1998; Tisdell, 1993). Women are most commonly deemed
as relationship-oriented with principles based on caring (Ayers-Hilliard, 1999; Ross-
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Gordon, 1999). However, the study recognizes that more men do seek to connect
through relationships than previously thought (Ross-Gordon, 1999). Higher education
has to provide adequate support services that foster inclusion and connection through
relationships for the nontraditional students who desire it (Ayers-Hilliard, 1999;
Ross-Gordon, 1998, 1999). Administrators have to align academic support services to
the needs of nontraditional students to be successful in recruitment and retention
efforts (Dolly, 1995).

Factors Determining the Return to College

Through the years, many researchers, via interviews and surveys, have exa
mined the motivations o f adults returning to school. The reasons people give for
returning to school are predictable to their situations (Cross, 1981). Unemployed
people return to school to gain the skills for employment (Aslanian, 2001;
Dychtwald, 2003). People who desire career advancement return to receive degrees
and certifications. Most responses are action oriented (Darkenwald, Kim, & Stowe,
1998). James Loftus (1998) conducted focus group interviews and individual inter
views at five colleges or universities and asked the question “What are the precipita
ting factors and triggering events that led to your decision to return to college?” The
responses were the predicted responses of bettering their life situations and coping
with life events such as death of a spouse or divorce. Loftus’ study also concluded
that many people are also furthering their education to secure their existing employ
ment (Loftus, 1998). This may be a result of the advancements in technology and
economic impacts o f downsizing and right sizing of organizations (Loftus, 1998;
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Darkenwald et a l, 1998). However, some people desire to pursue education merely
for the sake o f learning, and those persons are usually older adults in an upper income
bracket (Aslanian, 2001; Dychtwald, 2003). People 50 years old and older are most
likely interested in taking courses for personal growth or to pursue an area of personal
interest (Novak, 2001). Older adults continue to show an interest in learning which
supports the aforementioned literature on the ambiguity of the adult life span stages
and cycles.
Studies in adult education emphasize the importance of the role that colleges
and universities play in reducing the difficulties that face adult part-time learners
when entering or re-entering to school. K. Patricia Cross (1981) presented a model to
study non-participation o f adult students in educational programs because she felt
knowing why adults did not attend was as equally important as knowing why they
did participate in educational programs. The difficulties adults encounter when they
return to school were defined as barriers. The barriers formed three general categories.
The three categories o f barriers are situational barriers, dispositional barriers, and
institutional barriers (Cross, 1981).
Situational barriers are the circumstances individuals face such as lack of time
and lack o f money that would prevent them from participating in educational pro
grams (Cross, 1981). Institutional barriers are the policies and procedures in place at
institutions of higher learning that exclude and/or discourage nontraditional students
from participating in educational programming (Cross, 1981). Dispositional barriers
are perceptions nontraditional students have of themselves as learners (Cross, 1981).
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Consider again the study conducted at “Eastern University” by Jovita RossGordon (1998) that assessed the perceived needs and concerns of minority nontra
ditional students. The perceived needs and concerns of these students could be
identified as barriers from each o f the categories. The African American and Hispanic
students in the study perceived situational barriers of balancing multiple life roles,
(i.e., career, parenting) and finances as being the most prevalent deterrent to their
return to college (Cross, 1981; Ross-Gordon, 1998). Typically, adults enter or return
to higher education because of a life transition (life-altering event) (Flint & Frey, 2003;
Reeves, 1999). There are two popular researchers on change theory, Schlossberg and
Bridges (Reeves, 1999). Schlossberg developed the transitions model that asserts there
are many predictable universal adult experiences, which frequently involve transitions
(events that alter lives). Bridges views life transitions as a catalyst for development
(Reeves, 1999). Adults move through three phases of change. The phases o f change
involve ending or leaving the old situation behind, the neutral zone where old situa
tions are no longer adaptive, and finally the start of a new beginning (Reeves, 1999).
As the change model indicates, the entrance or return of many adults to higher
education signifies a new beginning (Flint & Frey, 2003; Reeves, 1999). Thus, adult
students need assistance in dealing with the logistical issues like their life roles and
finances (Flint & Frey, 2003; Miller Brown, 2000).
Students experienced dispositional barriers consisting of fear of returning to
school (Cross, 1981; Ross-Gordon, 1998). These students were afraid because they
had been out of school for so long and now they would attend classes with much
younger students. The andragogy model acknowledges that adult students deal with
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psychological issues like fear. Adult educators must provide support and resources to
adult students so they can become confident and self-directed learners (Dauphinais,
1998; Flint & Frey, 2003; Knowles et al., 1998).
Students also reported institutional barriers in classrooms which included
instructors who were inflexible regarding assignments, uninteresting course materials,

unclear instructions for assignments, and no opportunities to discuss topics in the
courses (Cross, 1981; Knowles et al., 1998; Ross-Gordon, 1998). Adult students
identify with their life experiences and they relate their experiences to the new infor
mation they receive (Knowles et al., 1998). Instructors of adult learners must under
stand the value of the life experiences these students have for their own learning and
for the benefit of the entire class (Knowles et al., 1998). In addition, adult educators
must understand adults have other life responsibilities and they sometimes need flex
ibility to be successful in their classes (Flint & Frey, 2003; Knowles et al., 1998).
Of the three categories of barriers, institutional barriers can be better managed
by higher education institutions than situational and dispositional barriers (Cross,
1981; Miller Brown, 2000). This is because higher education institutions can assess
their policies and procedures and make adjustments to the policies and procedures
that create challenges or barriers for nontraditional students (Cross, 1981; Dauphinais,
1998; Miller Brown, 2000). Situational and dispositional barriers, however, are more
difficult to address because they deal with life circumstances and psychological issues
(Cross, 1981; Dauphinais, 1998; Flint & Frey, 2003; Ross-Gordon, 1999).
Carol Aslanian identified five areas in which higher education institutions can
overcome barriers by creating access for nontraditional students. These five access
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areas are geographical, logistical, financial, psychological, and cultural (Aslanian,
1993). Geographical access provides nontraditional students who are place-bound an
opportunity to participate in an educational program, institutions o f higher learning
must strategically place branch campuses and regional centers close to city business
districts or in neighborhoods to make it convenient for part-time adult students who
may not be able to attend the main campus (Aslanian, 1993; Flint & Frey, 2003;
Wlodkowski, 2003).
Logistical access deals with colleges and universities having procedures and
processes that provide convenience to students when they need to attend classes and
use academic student services (Aslanian, 1993). For example, a one-stop shopping
concept would make it easier for nontraditional students to access advising services,
pay tuition and fees, and register for classes (Dauphinais, 1998). Logistical services
also include safe and ample vehicle parking in close proximity to buildings.
Financial access deals with more than just Sow rates o f tuition and fees. It also
includes providing opportunity cost, which is the amount of money nontraditional
students would make if they were not attending class, driving to campus, or studying
(Wlodkowski, 2003). Adult students have to feel that completing a degree or taking
classes is worthy of them investing their time and finances (Aslanian, 2001; UCEA,
2002c).
Psychological access deals with nontraditional students believing they can
succeed in college, feeling comfortable with fellow students and faculty, and having
support from their family and the institution (Aslanian, 1992; Cross, 1981). Cultural
access deals with the comfort level minority cultures feel in attending a college and
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their ability to integrate with the college community (Aslanian, 1992; Caffarella &
Clark, 1999; Ross-Gordon, 1999). The types of access are related to the barriers
aforementioned that nontraditional students face when returning to higher education.
When higher education institutions provide access to nontraditional students it means
they provide proactive measures for these students who encounter situational bar
riers, institutional barriers, and dispositional barriers that may affect their enrollment
and overall success in higher education (Aslanian, 1992,2001; Cross, 1981; Flint &
Frey, 2003).
Higher continuing education administrators have to remove the barriers facing
nontraditional students when they enter or return to higher education to upgrade their
skills and earn degrees with the purpose of progressing in the workforce (Cross, 1981;
Flint & Frey, 2003; Miller Brown, 2000; Wlodkowski, 2003). The success of nontra
ditional students in the workforce is part of the mission of continuing education in the
United States (Matkin, 1998; Rohfeld, 1990,1996). It is a challenge for administrators
to remove barriers nontraditional students face in higher education. However, it is
possible to create access by changing institutional policies and procedures and by
providing support services and resources to nontraditional students (Dauphinais,
1998; Flint & Frey, 2003; Miller Brown, 2000; Wlodkowski, 2003).

Future of Higher Continuing Education

Growing enrollment statistics are causing higher continuing education to better
structure student academic support services to serve nontraditional students (NCES,
2002; UCEA, 2002a). Colleges and universities are also becoming more open to
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adapting services to accommodate nontraditional students (Dauphinais, 1998; Dolly,
1995; Flint & Frey, 2003; Ross-Gordon, 1998). In the book Transforming Higher

Education: A Vision fo r Learning in the 21st Century, the need to create better access
to higher education was forecasted (Defence & Norris, 1995). The new challenge of
higher education is to develop learners who can synthesize the Information received to
make it useful. Thus, the needs of the individual learner and the services offered to
them by the educational institutions will be greatly affected (Maehl, 2000; Tonkin,
1998). Individualized learning is an essential factor of the Information Age (Dolence &
Norris, 1995). Higher education institutions will need to focus on being learnercentered, offering programs that are self-paced, evaluate on the learner’s personal best,
and utilize simulation which replaces many types of research and laboratory work and
becomes a critical tool in knowledge seeking (Dolence & Norris, 1995; Norris &
Morrison, 1997).
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CHAPTER HI

METHODOLOGY

The purpose o f the study is to explore the effectiveness of higher education at
nonprofit colleges and universities in providing appropriate student academic support
services that impact student recruitment and retention to ultimately produce a skilled
workforce. To do this, a comparison will be completed of nontraditional students
from Western Michigan University who attended courses offered through the contin
uing education unit. Students who attended courses from the Weekend College Office
in the year 1995 were asked to complete a Confidential Student Services Assessment
questionnaire. The Confidential Student Services Assessment will be compared to a
similar questionnaire, the Student Satisfaction Survey that was distributed to students
attending courses at all of the continuing education branch campuses in the year 20t)2.
As a review, the study will address the research questions below.
1) How has higher continuing education at Western Michigan University
made an impact on the development of a skilled workforce?
2) What are the demographics and characteristics of Western Michigan
University nontraditional students? Have the demographics and charac
teristics changed for this population of students?
3) What academic support services have Western Michigan University
nontraditional students attending evening and weekend courses perceived
51
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as being satisfied or needed in the year 2002 as compared to the year
1995?
4) What institutional barriers are significant to nontraditional students in the
year 2002?
This chapter will depict the methodology procedures used in the study. It is divided
into the following sections: research design, rationale of research design, population;
instrumentation, data collection, and data analysis.

Research Design

Since this study examines a particular unit or group, it is considered a descrip
tive study (Worthen et al., 1997). Descriptive studies are effective in seeking to
explain a problem by drawing inferences and conclusions about a larger population
from sample results (Baker, 2002; Hinkle, Wiersma, & Jurs, 1994). In 1995, a de
scriptive study o f Weekend College students at WMU was conducted to develop a
rubric for making generalizations for servicing nontraditional students (Dolly, 1995).
This study has a similar intent. The study will examine how effectively the entire
continuing education unit has provided academic support services to nontraditional
students. There will also be a comparison of academic support services offered in
1995 to services offered in 2002. In addition, nontraditional student characteristics
will be compared from students enrolled in 1995 to those enrolled in 2002. It is hoped
that this case study will serve as a model for comparable continuing education units at
other nonprofit, four-year institutions to examine the effectiveness of their academic
support services targeting the nontraditional student population.
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Rationale of Research Design

The descriptive design for this study utilized survey methodology. The ques
tionnaires used in the study comprised of items (questions) designed to gamer quanti
tative, descriptive, and qualitative data. In descriptive studies, questionnaires are
considered appropriate research instruments because they can measure attitudes,
opinions, behaviors, and life circumstances of the respondents (Worthen et al., 1997).
The previously referenced study by Pat Dolly in 1995 supports the use o f a ques
tionnaire as an effective research instrument in assessing the perceptions of nontradi
tional students pertaining to academic support services (Dolly, 1995). Another study
that was conducted by Kenya Ayers-Hilliard also supports the use of questionnaires
as an appropriate research tool for evaluating behaviors of female nontraditional stu
dents attributing to attrition at urban institutions (Ayers-Hilliard, 1999).

Population

The population for this study consisted of nontraditional students at Western
Michigan University attending courses through continuing education branch cam
puses. The study will examine data from two questionnaires distributed to students
who attended courses through continuing education branch campuses. The first ques
tionnaire, the Confidential Needs Assessment (Appendix A), was administered over
two semesters to students who attended courses through the continuing education
branch Weekend College at Western Michigan University. Dr. Patricia Dolly
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developed the survey as part of a study in 1995, which assessed the special service
needs of Weekend College students (Dolly, 1995).
One hundred twenty nontraditional students completed the Confidential
Needs Assessment questionnaire. These students were enrolled in Weekend College
courses from the following academic colleges: Arts and Sciences, Engineering and
Applied Sciences, Health and Human Services, and Business. Fifty-five percent of the
students were undergraduate level students. The graduate level students either had
already earned a bachelor’s or master’s degree. Sixty-eight percent of the students
were female. Seventy-one percent o f the students were in the age range of 35 to 54
years old and 93 percent of the students were employed either full- or part-time.
The 2002 Student Satisfaction Survey (Appendix B) was administered during
the fall semester. There were 1,138 nontraditional students who were enrolled in
courses at one o f the WMU continuing education branch campus sites. The break
down of the number of surveys completed by campus site was: Traverse City (42);
Muskegon (84); Holland (24); Grand Rapids (463); Lansing (164); Battle Creek (53);
Kalamazoo (186); Benton Harbor/St. Joseph (104). The purpose of the survey was to
assess the effectiveness of the academic support services offered through the branch
campuses to the nontraditional students.
Sixty-six percent of the 2002 Student Satisfaction Survey respondents were
female. Forty-two percent of the students reporting were between the ages of 26
years and 35 years old. The next largest age group was 21 years to 35 years old.
Students between the ages of 36 years and 55 years old were approximately half the
percentage of the combined younger age groups.
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Eighty-eight percent of the student respondents were employed. The remain
ing respondents (12 percent) were full-time students. The majority of the students
attended courses on a part-time basis, carrying a course load of four and eight credit
hours per semester. The demographics of the nontraditional students in this study
lend support to the demographic trend in the United States (UCEA, 2002c).

Instrumentation

Dr. Patricia Dolly developed the Confidential Needs Assessment for her study
which was conducted in 1995 (Dolly, 1995). The data from Dr. Dolly’s study was
used in this study. The 1995 questionnaire consists of 35 items. Items 11 through 31
were presented in a Likert-type differential semantic five-point scale. Items 32 and 33
require a yes or no response. The final two questionnaire items were unnumbered.
These two items provided respondents the opportunity to write in their suggestions
regarding the services provided to them weekends as well as additional comments.
The questionnaire is divided into two sections. The first section includes questions 1
through 10 and questions 32 and 33. Section one questions are related to die charac
teristics and demographics of the participants. The second section consists of
questions 11 through 31 and lists a variety of academic support services that were
offered the nontraditional students. This study will follow Dr. Dolly’s model of
grouping the academic support services listed for questions 11 through 31 under three
academic support services categories. The categories of academic support services
include core academic support (questions 11,16, 24, and 27), academic logistical sup
port (questions 15,17, 18,21, and 22), administrative logistical support (questions
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19,2 0 ,2 3 ,2 5 ,2 6 , 28,2 9 ,3 0 ,3 1), personal support system (questions 12 and 13),
and academic skill services (question 14). Dr. Dolly further organized the categories of
academic support services by an appropriate nontraditional student barrier: (1) insti
tutional (core academic support, academic logistical support, and administrative logis
tical support); (2) situational (personal support system); and (3) dispositional (aca
demic skills services). The nontraditional student barriers were based on the work by
Patricia Cross, which examined the hindrances and obstacles that often prevented
adult students from returning to college and successfully completing educational goals
(Cross, 1981).
The 2002 Student Satisfaction Survey was developed by the continuing educa
tion unit at Western Michigan University. There are 16 items on the questionnaire.
Questions 1 through 10 request the survey participants to provide characteristic and
demographic information. Questions 11 through 13 have a total o f 36 statements
inquiring about academic support services available to nontraditional students. The
2002 Student Satisfaction Survey questions were grouped under the appropriate aca
demic support services category as previously described for the 1995 Confidential
Needs Assessment questionnaire. The 2002 questionnaire items were grouped as
follows: core academic support {questions 11(1), 11(2), 11(3), 11(16)}; academic
logistical support {questions 11(7), 11(9), 11(10), 11(11), 11(13), 11(18), 11(19),
11(20), 12(6), 12(8)}; administrative logistical support {questions 11(4), 11(5), 11(6),
11(8), 11(12), 11(14), 12(1), 12(2), 12(3), 12(4), 12(5), 12(9)}; and academic skills
services {questions 12(7), 13(1), 13(2)}. Each academic support service category was
also placed with the appropriate nontraditional student barrier following the proce
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dure completed for the 1995 questionnaire. The 2002 questionnaire did not have any
questions dealing with situational barriers (personal support system). Thus, there was
no comparison for this area.
Survey participants were asked to respond to each of the statements and give
their level o f satisfaction for each item. Question 14 requires a yes or no (with op
tions) response. Questions 15 and 16 provide the opportunity for participants to
write in a response.

Data Collection

The researcher sought permission from Dr. Patricia Dolly, the Vice Provost
for Extended University Programs, and the Human Subjects Institutional Review
Board (HSIRB) at Western Michigan University (Appendix C) to use the data col
lected from the Confidential Student Services Assessment and the Student Satisfaction
Survey questionnaires, respectively.

Data Analysis

The data analysis will consist of quantitative tabulations of data from the 1995
Confidential Needs Assessment and 2002 Student Satisfaction Survey questionnaires.
Various tests were tabulated on data from each survey to address the research ques
tions.
The first research question asked: How has higher continuing education at
Western Michigan University made an impact on the development o f a skilled work
force? This question was addressed by computing descriptive statistics from the
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Student Satisfaction Survey (2002 questionnaire). Frequency tabulations were per
formed for current occupation (Item 7) and the variable was placed in rank order.
Cross tabulations were completed for household income and occupation and house
hold income and education financing. This was completed to depict the roles and
impact that current WMU students play in the workforce.
The second research question asked: What are the demographics and character
istics o f Western Michigan University nontraditional students? Have the demo
graphics and characteristics changed for this population o f students? Part one of
question two was answered by performing frequency tabulations and medians. Fre
quencies and percentages were calculated for the 1995 survey (Items 1-10 and the
2002 survey for Items 1-9). The aforementioned items from both surveys deal with
the demographics and characteristics of the students. The response to part two of
question two is answered by comparing the percentages of student characteristics and
from the 1995 and 2002 survey. Specifically, gender, age, and source of tuition
(financing) was compared to portray changes that have occurred within the seven-year
period.
The third research question asked: What academic support services have
Western Michigan University nontraditional students attending evening and weekend
courses perceived as being satisfied or needed in the year 2002 as compared to the
year 1995? The academic support services variables from both surveys were dis
played in table charts in rank order by mean with standard deviations. The number of
responses for each item is also provided in the table. Where appropriate, the academic

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

59
support services variables from the 1995 survey were matched to the academic
support services on the 2002 survey to measure changes.
The final research question was: What institutional barriers are significant to
nontraditional students in the year 2002? This question focuses on institutional
barriers, which are policies and procedures instituted by college and university
administrators that create difficulties for nontraditional students. In order to identify
significant institutional barriers, academic support services listed in questions 11 and
12 on the 2002 Student Satisfaction Survey were placed into the following categories:
core academic support, academic logistical support, and academic logistical support.
Analysis of Variance (ANGVA) tests were performed to determine whether differ
ences were present between and within the variables. In instances where ANOVA
results showed a significant difference, a Tukey test was performed. Tables were
created to graphically display the data.
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CHAPTER IV

ANALYSIS OF RESULTS

In this chapter, the four research questions were addressed by quantitative
analysis of the data. The research questions are consistent with the purpose of the
study. The purpose of the study is to explore the perceived level of satisfaction in the
delivery o f academic support services for nontraditional students at nonprofit colleges
and universities with the objective of recruitment and retention.
Question 1: How has higher continuing education at Western Michigan Uni
versity made an impact on the development of a skilled workforce in America?
To answer the first research question descriptive statistics were used for the
data collected from the 2002 Student Satisfaction Survey (see Appendix 2). The three
questionnaire items examined were number seven, which requested participants to
indicate their current occupation; number eight, annual household income; and number
nine, method o f financing their education. Item number seven of the questionnaire
asked for the respondent’s occupation.
The data for item seven on the 2002 Student Satisfaction Survey is placed in a
frequency table (Table 1) and ranked in descending order. The questionnaire listed 14
occupation fields. A total of 1,111 participants responded to this questionnaire item.
The occupation “Education” received the highest number o f responses (442). The .
second highest ranked occupation is “Full-time student” (130). The third highest
60
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ranked occupation is “Other” (104). The lowest ranked occupation is “Military” re
ceiving two responses.

Table 1
Occupations of Students in 2002
Current Occupation
Education
Full-time student
Other
Social Services
Business/Marketing/Sales
Health Care
Engineering
Public Administration
Public Safety/Law Enforcement
Computer Science
Courts
Retired
Corrections
Military

Count
442
130
104
90
88
85
79
47
14
10
8
7
5
2

The data displays that the majority of the nontraditional students taking
courses at the institution through the continuing education units are working profes
sionals. The UCEA (2002c) reported that people in professional or managerial posi
tions receive the most financial assistance from employers for professional develop
ment. The enrollment of so many employed students further reveals the need people
in the workforce have for professional development, certifications, and skills upgrades
as supported in the research (Aslanian, 2001; UCEA, 2003c; Wlodkowski, 2003).
A contingency table displaying cross-tabulations for questionnaire items eight
(household income) and nine (method of financing education) is displayed in Table 2.
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Household income is presented in intervals of $20,000 ranging from under $10,000 to
over $110,000. Item nine on the survey (method of financing education) is categorical
data. Thus, nominal measurement is assigned to the data. The tuition financing method
data is categorized as: Self, Employer (Entire), Employer (Partial), or Loans/Grants.
Four hundred three students responded “S elf’, 97 students responded Employer
(Entire), 194 students responded Employer (Partial), and 226 students responded
Loans/Grants for financing their tuition.

Table 2
Students’ Household Income Compared to Tuition Financing Methods in 2002

Income
Under $10,000
$10,000-$29,999
$30,000-$49,999
$50,000469,999
$70,000489,999
$90,0004109,000
Over $110,000
Total
Missing Cells 1

Self
22
39
107
81
69
35
50
403

Financing Methods
Employer
Employer
(Partial)
(Entire)
4
4
16
12
40
24
43
24
42
15
23
18
26
194
97
-

Loans/Grants
31
51
68
44
17
10
5
226

A national study on adult student demographics reported that approximately
60 percent o f nontraditional students in the U.S. pay for their tuition without any
assistance; 36 percent received loans, grants, or scholarships; and 20 percent received
tuition assistance from their employer (Aslanian, 2001). The findings from this study
show that 44 percent o f the WMU nontraditional students pay for their own tuition
without assistance; 25 percent received loans or grants; and 31 percent received
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tuition assistance from their employer. The percentage ofW M U nontraditional stu
dents receiving tuition assistance from their employer is higher than the national
average. Two factors may contribute to this higher percentage. Michigan employers
may value their employees and invest in their education and training. The second
factor may be that since the majority ofW M U nontraditional students are graduate
level students they earn more than the average nontraditional students in the national
study. The second factor would also support the research that the higher a person’s
income the more likelihood their employer will invest in their education and training
activities (Aslanian, 2001).
Household income as referred to in Table 2 may include living expenses for
possibly two adults plus children. From this perspective, an income range of $30,000
to $49,999 would not be very much. Table 3 and Figure 1 demonstrate this point spe
cifically for students working in Education (the field in which most students are em
ployed). O f students employed in education, 221 students paid their own tuition
without financial assistance (Table 3). In addition, Figure 1 shows that 27.6 percent of
these students had an annual household income between $30,000 and $49,999. Tui
tion payments would be a considerable financial commitment for these students. This
finding lends support to the research that states that many working adults are in need
of certification and advanced degrees to be promoted and receive higher pay (Aslanian,
2001; Drucker, 2004; Dychtwald, 2003; Field & Leicester, 2000; Wlodkowski, 2003).
Continuing education is more of a necessary expenditure for teachers than a luxury
(UCEA, 2002c). Higher continuing education at WMU has provided opportunities for
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working adults, especially for those in the field of education, to further their education
and advance in their careers.

Table 3
Household Income Compared to Tuition Financing Methods
for Students in Education Occupations in 2002
Financing Method
Employer
Employer
(Entire)
(Partial)

Self
6
8
63
45
49
25
25
221

Income
Under $10,000
$10,00O-$29,999
$30„000-$49,999
$50,000-$69.999
$70,000-389,999
$90,000-$ 109,000
Over $110,000
Total
Missing Cells 3

-

-

5
17
19
19
10
7
77

-

2
2
5
5
1
15

Loans/Grants
4
5
17
14
5
3
2
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Figure 1.2002 Students Employed in Education by Household Income.
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Question 2: What are the demographics and characteristics of Western Michi
gan University nontraditional students? Have the demographics and characteristics
changed for this population of students?
This question compared the demographics ofW M U nontraditional students
who attended courses in 1995 to the demographics of nontraditional students who
attended courses in 2002. The following demographics were compared: age, gender,
and tuition financing methods used by students.
Figure 2 displays the age range information that was collected from the 1995
Confidential Student Assessment (see Appendix A). Item two on the 1995 Confi
dential Student Assessment asked students to indicate their age. Figure 3 shows that
43 percent o f the students were age 25 years and under, 43 percent of the students
were ages 35 to 44 years, 34 percent o f the students were ages 25 to 34 years, and 18
percent of the students were ages 45 to 54 years.
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Figure 2. Percentage o f 1995 Students by Age.
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Figure 3. Percentage o f 2002 Students by Age.

Figure 3 was compiled from questionnaire item four on the 2002 Student Satis
faction Survey (Appendix B), which asked, “How old are you?” Ages were given in
the following categories: under 21 years, 21-25 years, 26 to 35 years, 36 to 45 years,
46 to 55 years, 56 to 62 years, and over 62 years. Students within the age range of 26
to 35 years ranked the highest with 42 percent. The second largest percentage of
students was in the age range o f 21 to 25 years with 21 percent. The third and fourth
percentage rank of students was ages 36 to 45 years and 46 to 55 years with 17 per
cent and 16 percent, respectively.
Although the age ranges differed on the two surveys, the data shows the
majority o f nontraditional students surveyed in 2002 were younger than students
from the 1995 study. This finding follows the national trend of more students having
characteristics of nontraditional students (Choy, 2002; NCES, 2002). The growing
number of younger nontraditional students prompted the need for a sub-group called
new-nontraditional students as stated previously (DeGabriele, 2001).
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Figure 4 shows that 69 percent o f the nontraditional students in the 1995
study were female. Similarly, Figure 5 displays that 66 percent of the nontraditional
students who responded to the 2002 Student Satisfaction Survey were female. The
gender distribution has not significantly changed over the seven-year period. For more
than seven years, the national enrollment trend has shown a higher number of non
traditional female students enrolled in higher education (Aslanian, 2001; NCES, 2002;
UCEA, 2002b). The gender trend in this study is comparable to national statistics.
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In 1995, 15 percent o f the students had their tuition partially paid by their
employer and 10 percent had their entire tuition paid by their employer (see Figure
6). In comparison, 20 percent o f the students reported their tuition was partially paid
by their employer and 11 percent of the students had their tuition entirely paid by
their employer in 2002 (see Figure 7). This information signals employers to support
and value higher continuing education for their employees by providing at least partial
tuition assistance for them. However, employers in 2002 were more supportive with
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Figure 7. Tuition Financing Methods by 2002 Students.
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tuition assistance than employers in 1995. The national trend is that employers use
professional development in the form of continuing education and training as part of
their benefits package to attract employees (Aslanian, 2001). The growing perspective
of employers is that continuing education and training for their employees is an in
vestment instead o f a cost (UCEA, 2002c).
A high percentage of nontraditional students are willing to pay for their tuition
without financial assistance. In 2002,44 percent of the students paid their own
tuition without financial assistance (Figure 7) while 68 percent of the students paid
their own tuition in 1995 (Figure 6). The decrease in this area may be attributed to the
different response categories provided on the two surveys. Students who responded
to the 1995 survey did not have an option for financial aid or loans. Students who
may have received some type o f financial aid, scholarship or loan may have responded
“S elf5for their method of tuition financing. At any rate, nontraditional students value
continuing education and they are willing to invest their money and time (Aslanian,
2001; UCEA, 2002c; Wlodkowski, 2003).
Question 3: What academic support services have Western Michigan Univer
sity nontraditional students attending evening and weekend courses perceived as
satisfied or needed in the year 2002 as compared to the year 1995?
To answer this question, means and standard deviations were computed for
questionnaire items on the 1995 Confidential Needs Assessment (Appendix A) and
the 2002 Student Satisfaction Survey (Appendix B) that dealt with specific academic
support services. Table 4 and Table 5 display the means o f the academic support
services as perceived by students in rank order. The following two comparisons are
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Table 4
1995 Academic Support Services Perceived as Needed
Variable
Accessible parking
Courses
Phone registration
Flexible schedule
Library services
Faculty/staff
Complete program
Weekend schedule booklet
Central location
Nearby food services
Early morning library hours
Financial aid
Academic advising services
Academic skills services
On-site coordinator
Complimentary refreshments
Weekend facilitator on site
Walk-in registration
Promotional activities
Child care services
Health care services

N
119
119
120
120
119
119
120
119
120
119
118
115
120
116
117
118
118
119
117
115
116

Mean
4.76
4.63
4.52
4.51
4.49
4.34
4.28
4.09
4.02
3.90
3.79
3.59
3.44
3.36
3.35
3.33
3.28
3.25
2.73
2.34
2.12

SD
0.50
0.76
0.93
0.93
0.81
0.99
1.04
1.92
1.93
0.95
1.23
1.35
1.31
1.35
1.13
1.17
1.23
1.38
1.09
1.28
1.17

Rank Order
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21

made from the two surveys: (1) comparison of the top five most needed academic
support services reported in 1995 to the top five academic support services students
were most satisfied with as reported in 2002, and (2) the five top ranked most needed
academic support services in 1995 and where the equivalent academic support serv
ices were ranked as reported by the 2002 survey.
The 1995 Confidential Needs Assessment questionnaire used a Likert scale for
items 11 through 31 (Appendix A). The Likert scale for these items measured the per
ceived needs students had for particular academic support services. The response
statements on the 1995 questionnaire were: definitely not needed, not needed, some
what needed, needed, and definitely needed.
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Table 5
2002 Academic Support Services Perceived as Satisfied
Variable
Registration process convenience
Courtesy/helpfulness EUP staff
Appearance local campus
Geographical location local campus
Ease of use course schedule booklet
Faculty high expectations/students
Tuition payment process
Recommending EUP to Colleagues
Experience attending EUP/WMU
Academically challenging EUP courses
Availability o f Faculty Members
Days of week when Courses Offered
Computer accessibility
Ease of parking
Computer reliability
Admissions process
Office of the Registrar
Academic advisor
Variety course offerings in program
Courtesy/helpfulness ofW M U staff
(KZ)
Increasing satisfaction in courses
Credit evaluation (undergraduate)
Presentation o f library services
Access to Westcat
Computer dial-in access
Availability of document delivery
service
Satisfaction with academic department
Student financial/payment services
Graduation audit process
Financial aid process
WMU Computer Help Desk
Purchasing course packets
Frequency o f course offerings
Purchasing textbooks
Availability of library materials
Satisfaction with ITV courses

N
1116
1111
1112
1113
1117
1110
1099
1114
1109
1103
1107
1117
1114
1117
1118
898
906
1120
1123

Mean
SD
4.18
0.86
4.18
0.72
4.12 1 0 . 7 7
4.11
0.88
4.10
0.73
4.03
0.75
4.02
0.84
0.84
4.01
3.98
0.84
3.97
0.79
3.94
0.80
3.82
0.81
3.78
0.86
3.70
1.28
3.68
0.85
3.63
0.79
3.54
0.77
3.53
1.16
1.02
3.51

Rank Order
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19

900

3.51

0.81

20

1107
501
1112
1123
1117

3.40
3.40
3.39
3.39
3.37

0.90
0.77
0.79
0.89
0.94

21
22
23
24
25

1118

3.30

0.71

26

900
905
898
902
897
1116
1114
1118
1120
1088

3.29
3.29
3.22
3.20
3.16
3.16
3.15
3.14
3.07
2.97

0.80
0.74
0.66
0.77
0.61
1.07
1.00
1.22
0.92
0.56

27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
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The top five most needed academic support services as perceived by students
in 1995 were accessible parking (mean 4.76), courses (mean 4.63), phone registration
(mean 4.52), flexible schedule (mean 4.51) and library services (mean 4.49) (see Table
4). The top five academic support services students were most satisfied with in 2002
were registration process convenience (mean 4.18), courtesy/helpfulness EUP staff
(mean 4.18), appearance local campus (mean 4.12), geographical location local campus
(mean 4.11), and ease of use course schedule booklet (mean 4.10).
The first comparison highlights that the two questionnaires were not identical.
This imposes a limitation for this study. However, the support services on the sur
veys are looked at collectively, thus making general comparisons possible. The 1995
questionnaire was distributed to students attending one unit within the continuing
education division, while the 2002 questionnaire polled students attending any one of
the seven units within the division. There is also a difference in the terminology used
on the instruments such as the phrase phone registration in 1995 was changed to
registration process. This may be due to the additional registration method of online
registration. Regularly scheduled assessments would permit a clearer picture of the
nontraditional students at the institution (Brookfield, 1986; Cooper & Saunders,
2000; Evers et al., 1998).
In the second comparison, the 2002 students ranked their level of satisfaction
to the aforementioned top five most needed academic support services from 1995 as:
ease of parking, fourteenth place; academically challenging EUP courses, tenth place;
registration process convenience, first place; days of week when courses offered,
twelfth place; and presentation of library services, twenty-third place.
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The students attending in the year 2002 indicated higher levels o f satisfaction
with academic support services in relation to the registration process and library
services, which shows that the institution made some changes since the 1995 study.
Lower rankings given by the 2002 students for parking, challenging courses, and
flexible course schedules indicates the students had some level of dissatisfaction with
those support services. The institution can use this information to consider making
some changes in these support services in the future as these services are important to
their nontraditional students.
Question 4: What institutional barriers are significant to nontraditional stu
dents in the year 2002?
This question is addressed by examining the characteristics of nontraditional
students related to their perceived satisfaction level of academic support services
provided by the institution to eliminate institutional barriers. As previously defined,
institutional barriers are procedures and policies in place at higher educational institu
tions that prohibit nontraditional students from succeeding in educational programs
(Dolly, 1995). The 2002 Student Satisfaction Survey items asked nontraditional
students to respond to the effectiveness o f the academic support services offered by
the continuing education branches and main campus offices to eliminate institutional
barriers they faced while taking courses. The academic support services in questions
11 and 12 on the 2002 Survey were placed into one of the following three categories:
core academic support services, academic logistical support services, and adminis
trative support services modeling the study by Patricia Dolly (1995).
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Table 6 consists of Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) statistical test results that
were computed to analyze 2002 Student Satisfaction Survey data for equal population
means among academic support services and student characteristics. The student char
acteristics used in the ANOVA tests were chosen from items two through nine on the
2002 survey (see Appendix A). The student characteristics used in this research
question were degree level, gender, age, home campus, credit hours enrolled, current
occupation, household income, and tuition financing.

Table 6
Summary o f Differences Between Student Characteristics
and Academic Student Support Services in 2002
Institutional
Educational Barriers
Core
academics support

Academic
logistical support

Administrative
logistical support

Characteristics

F

P

F

P

F

P

WMU alumnus

4.290

.039*

.157

.692

9.326

.002*

Degree level

1.277

.277

1.452

.215

22.359

.000*

Gender

0.709

.400

.861

.354

0.017

.897

Age

2.476

.022*

1.209

.299

1.726

.111

Home campus

7.220

.000*

8.661

.000*

4.814

.000*

Credit hours enrolled

1.997

.031*

3.326

.000*

5.038

.000*

Current Occupation

1.521

.103

2.345

.004*

2.844

.000*

Household Income

0.963

.449

2.912

.008*

0.857

.526

Tuition Financing

2.556

.054

7.400

.000*

9.345

.000*

F=F statistic, /p ro b a b ility
^Significant at .05 level
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The support services placed under the core academic services category are
variety of course offerings in my degree program; frequency with which a course is
repeated at my local campus; the days of the week when courses are offered; and
overall courtesy and helpfulness of local campus staff.
The support services placed under the category academic logistical support are
ease o f use o f off-campus course schedule booklet; knowledge, skill, availability and
responsiveness o f academic advisor, convenience of purchasing textbooks; conveni
ence of purchasing course packets; access to computer classroom/lab facility at the
local campus; availability of academic library materials locally; availability ofWMU
Direct Document Delivery Service; access to Westcat Library catalog, databases,
indexes and abstracts; Office of the Registrar concerning registration; the graduation
audit process; and my program’s academic department in Kalamazoo.
The academic support services placed under the third category, administrative
logistical support, are the geographical location of die local campus; ease of parking;
convenience o f the WMU registration process; convenience of the tuition payment
process; appearance o f local campus facilities/classrooms; usefulness of computers,
printers, and software at the local campus; Office of Admissions concerning the ad
mission process; Office o f Admissions concerning your initial WMU credit evalua
tion; services o f the Office of Student Financial Aid and Scholarships associated with
obtaining loans, grants or scholarships; client services regarding the processes and
services associated with tuition payment, financial “holds,” or other student financial
services; Office o f the Registrar concerning registration, drop, add, or withdrawal
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procedures and deadlines; and overall courtesy and helpfulness of WMU staff in
Kalamazoo.
The ANOVA statistical tests in Table 6 revealed differences between the
following student characteristics and core academic support for age (F statistic-2.476,
p value-.022), home campus (F statistic-7.220, p value-.OOO), and credit hours enrolled

(F statistic-1.997, p va!ue-.031). Post hoc Tukey tests showed differences within the
following two characteristics: age and home campus. Students ages 36 to 45 years
were more satisfied with the core academic support provided by continuing education
units than students from ages 21 to 25 years old. The results show that core academic
support services were effective in removing institutional barriers for the older nontra
ditional students. However, the younger nontraditional students have different needs
and desires, which affects their priorities and responsibilities in life (Aslanian, 2001;
Dychtwald, 2003; Ross-Gordon, 1998). For instance, the students from ages 21 to 25
years old could have been single adults who were teaching and needed to complete cer
tification requirements to receive a raise in their pay. These younger students may
have desired to take more courses each semester to finish their program in less time.
This finding supports the acknowledgment of different characteristics and demo
graphics present within the various sub-groups, (i.e., new nontraditional, third-age
students) in the nontraditional student population (Aslanian, 2001; Choy, 2002;
DeGabrieie, 2001; Malloch & Montgomery, 1996; Miller Brown, 2000; Novak,
2001).
Tukey results also showed students taking courses at the Grand Rapids (Beltline), Lansing, and Traverse City campuses were more satisfied with core academic
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support services. For instance, the students who attended the aforementioned cam
puses may have been pleased with the variety and scheduling of the courses offered at
the campus. They also may have been satisfied with the assistance they received from
the local campus staff. Students who attended the Kalamazoo, Muskegon, and Benton
Harbor/St. Joseph campuses were not as satisfied with the core academic support
services at those locations. There were no post hoc tests performed for the variable
credit hours enrolled because at least one cell had less than two cases.
Academic logistical support services displayed differences among the follow
ing variables: home campus (F statistic-8.661, p value-.OOO), credit hours enrolled (F
statistic-3.326, p value-.OOO), current occupation (F statistic-2.345, p value-.004),
household income (F statistic-2.912, p value-.008), and tuition financing method (F
statistic-7.400, p value-.OOO).
Tukey tests revealed three significant differences. Students were more satisfied
with academic logistical support services at the campuses in Holland, Kalamazoo,
Lansing, and Traverse City than students at the Battle Creek, Grand Rapids (down
town), Grand Rapids (Beltline), Muskegon, and Benton Harbor/St. Joseph campuses.
The results again display that some branch campuses were more effective than others
in offering academic logistical services to their students. Second, students employed in
the field of Education were less satisfied with academic logistical services than stu
dents employed in other fields. Students who are educators may need extended service
hours, convenient procedures, or special considerations when taking courses than
students working in other fields because of after-school obligations during the aca
demic year such as parent/teacher conferences. Third, students who received loans or
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grants were more satisfied with academic logistical support services than students
who either paid for tuition themselves or the student’s employer (folly or partially)
paid their tuition. The students who pay their own tuition or receive some tuition
assistance from their employer may need more convenient payment procedures. The
services, however, are effective for students who receive loans or grants to pay their
tuition.
Administrative logistical support services have differences among degree level

(F statistic-22.359, p value-.OOO), home campus (F statistic-4.814, p value-.OOO),
credit hours enrolled (.F statistic-5.038, p value-.OOO), current occupation (F statistic2.844, p value-.OOO), and tuition financing methods (F statistic-9.345, p value-.OOO).
Tukey tests display results indicate that graduate level students were less
satisfied with administrative logistical support services than undergraduate students.
Students from the Lansing campus were more satisfied with administrative logistical
support than students from the Grand Rapids, Kalamazoo, and Benton Harbor/St.
Joseph campuses. Also, students who receive loans or grants to pay their tuition are
more satisfied with the administrative logistical services than students who pay their
own tuition or have tuition reimbursement from their employer.
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CHAPTER V

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, DISCUSSION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

A discussion o f the major findings, conclusions, study limitations, and recom
mendations is presented in this chapter. Each research question is addressed individ
ually as it relates to the level o f satisfaction or need of academic support services.
The study will explore the perceived level of satisfaction in the delivery of
academic support services for nontraditional students at nonprofit colleges and uni
versities to ultimately impact recruitment and retention. The following discussion
section examines the effectiveness o f academic support services within the seven-year
period at Western Michigan University in light of the research questions.

Discussion of Major Findings

Research Question 1: How has higher continuing education at Western Michi
gan University made an impact on the development of a skilled workforce?
Three Items on the Student Satisfaction Survey were identified as appropriate
characteristics for identifying a skilled workforce: current occupation, household
income, and method of tuition financing (see Appendix 3B), O f the 1,111 Student
Satisfaction survey respondents, 974 respondents indicated a current occupation. The
remaining 137 respondents were either full-time students or retired (see Table 1 in
Chapter IV). The majority of the enrolled students are currently a part of the
79
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workforce. Research purports that nontraditional students attending higher continuing
education have historically been employed full-time while attending courses to up
grade their skills or earn advanced degrees (NCES, 1996,2002; Rohfeld, 1990).
The current occupation fields indicated by the students in rank order were
education, full-time student, other, social services, and business/marketing/sales.
Nationally, the five most popular degree programs among adult students are business,
education, health, engineering, and computers (Aslanian, 2001). This information
shows that the majority of Western Michigan University students were employed in
the field of education. There were also many students who identified themselves as
fall-time students or selected “other” suggesting that their current occupation field
was not listed.
The findings for this question suggest that the institution is making the biggest
impact on people employed in the field of education. Interestingly, the second and
third most popular current occupation indicated was “full-time student” and “other,”
respectively. This information can help the institution in planning and scheduling
courses to accommodate the lifestyles of the students. For instance, fall-time students
may be available to take morning and afternoon courses. Future assessment can better
determine whether the students who indicated full-time student and “other” are taking
courses to enter the workforce. These students may be completing a program in edu
cation, social services, or business with the intention of entering the workforce when
their program is completed. The data analyzed for this question suggests that contin
uing education at Western Michigan University offers programming in disciplines that
are of interest to people desiring professional development within their current
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occupation area. These students are advancing their skills and knowledge to receive
promotions and to advance in their career field.
The second and third student characteristic examined for question one was
household income and method of tuition financing. The findings of the cross-tabula
tions suggest WMU continuing education students whose household income was
within the range of $30,000 to $49,999 were most likely to pay their own tuition or
received tuition financing from loans and/or grants. The majority of continuing educa
tion students, who were employed in field o f education, had household incomes
within the above range and were willing to pay their own tuition to meet certification
requirements and to receive a raise.
In contrast, results revealed that students who reported higher household
incomes were most likely to receive tuition assistance from their employer. The
University Continuing Education Association (2002c) reported that 64 percent of
employee training in the United States is spent on employees in professional and
manager positions. Increasingly, employers are viewing training and professional
education activities for employees as an investment (UCEA, 2002c). By providing
programming for occupations in disciplines with continuing licensure requirements
and promotion opportunities for advanced degrees, WMU positively impacts the
development of a skilled workforce.
Question 2: What are the demographics and characteristics o f Western Michi
gan University nontraditional students? Have the demographics and characteristics
changed for this population?
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The study findings revealed the majority o f students in 2002 were within the
age range of 26 to 35 years old. In 1995, the majority o f students were older, 35 to 44
years old. This suggests that the age of nontraditional students at the institution is
getting younger. A recent study reports that college students with nontraditional
student characteristics are becoming more common in higher education than students
with traditional student characteristics (Aslanian, 2001; Choy, 2002). For instance,
more students have to work while attending school. These students need courses to be
offered at various times to accommodate their schedules.
Results from the Student Satisfaction Survey (2002) also show the majority of
the students as female. The student population ratio by gender has remained the same
since 1995. National statistics show that women account for the majority of higher
education and higher continuing education enrollments in the United States (NCES,
1996,2002). The UCEA (2002b) predicts women will continue to dominate higher
continuing education for the next 10 years. This information regarding gender can be
useful to higher continuing education administrators in developing their marketing and
recruitment strategies.
The top method of tuition financing, students paying their own tuition, did
not change from 1995 to 2002. However, there was an increase in students securing
loans and grants to finance their education in 2002. In 1995, more students received
either partial or full tuition remission from their employer than the use o f loans and
grants for payment. The changes in tuition financing methods may be due to a de
clining economy, which may impact employer benefit packages.
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These findings again suggest the importance adult students place on continuing
their education. The majority o f adult students will attend courses on a part-time
basis because they pay for their tuition without any assistance. This pay-as-you-go
method could affect the enrollment of nontraditional students each semester. Non
traditional students may stop-out and not enroll for a semester because of a financial
situation (Ayers-Hilliard, 1999). Thus, nontraditional students may need a payment
plan for paying tuition. They may also need enrollment policies that do not penalize
students for not enrolling for a semester(s) and that permit an extended timeframe for
students to complete their degree program without penalty. University administrators
should consider whether these types o f issues would create barriers for nontraditional
students before implementing policies regarding tuition and enrollment.
Question 3: What academic support services have Western Michigan Univer
sity nontraditional students attending evening and weekend courses perceived as
satisfied or needed in the year 2002 as compared to the year 1995?
Students surveyed in 1995 indicated the following services as the five most
needed: ample and accessible parking, courses (variety), phone registration, flexible
(course) schedules, and library services. Except for parking services, the most desired
needs in 1995 have been positively affected by advancements in technology. Tech
nology has impacted the variety and flexibility of courses offered to students.
Distance education capabilities make it possible to offer a larger variety of courses
through different delivery modes, (e.g., interactive video, internet). Students have the
option of online course registration in addition to telephone registration. Technology
has also impacted library services offered to students. Students have online access to
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such services as research databases and book renewal. Technology has made it possi
ble for higher education to deliver academic support services to nontraditional stu
dents anywhere at anytime (Dolence & Moms, 1995).
Students surveyed in 2002 indicated the top five services they were most
satisfied with were the convenience of the registration process, the courtesy and
helpfulness of the branch campus staff, the appearance o f the local (branch) campus,
the geographical location of the (branch) campus, and the ease in using the course
schedule booklet. Students were most satisfied with the course registration process.
Online course schedules and registration enable students to register for courses at their
convenience. Online access also permits students to check course information such as
added sections or changes in dates and times. Interestingly, the second through fourth
top support services in 2002 did not involve the impact of technology. Students were
satisfied with the customer service they received from the staff at the local continuing
education office. Technology features do not substitute for personal interactions stu
dents have with university personnel. Nontraditional students are more successful
when they receive support from their advisors, instructors, and other university staff
(Aslanian, 2001; Ayers-Hilliard, 1999; Burton & Wellington, 1998; Miller Brown,
2000; Ross-Gordon, 1998). Nontraditional students also want a pleasant atmosphere
and accessible locations for classes (Aslanian, 2001). The WMU branch office loca
tions resemble corporate office buildings strategically located in convenient locations
for ease and accessibility to adult students who attend courses in the evenings after
work.
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The academic support services identified by both sets of students dealt with
services and processes that were under the control of the educational institution.
Regular assessment o f nontraditional student needs and the evaluation o f services
provided to nontraditional students is critical for retaining current students and
attracting new students to higher continuing education programming (Cooper &
Saunders, 2000; Kasworm & Marienau, 1997; Walvoord, 2003). Higher education
institutions must support nontraditional students by providing them with academic
support services they perceive as important in eliminating or reducing barriers created
by procedures or physical structures.
Question 4: What institutional barriers are significant to nontraditional stu
dents in the year 2002?
Results showed that students perceive satisfaction with support services dif
ferently based on their demographics or characteristics. There were three significant
findings from this question. First, the younger nontraditional students perceived
institutional barriers or challenges with the core academic support services. These

students felt challenged by the courses planned and their sequence for delivery. They
also viewed lack of customer service from the continuing education campus as a
barrier. These results are indicative of the changing demographics within the non
traditional student population. Increasingly, college students have nontraditional
student characteristics thus the age of nontraditional students is getting younger
(Choy, 2002; DeGabriele, 2001).
Second, students who received loans or grants to finance their tuition were
satisfied with the academic logistical and administrative support services, which
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included bursar policies and procedures. However, students who paid their own
tuition or received tuition assistance from their employer where dissatisfied (or per
ceived barriers). Further investigation o f these students is warranted to find out
whether there are policies and procedures that make it difficult for them to make their
tuition payments and if they receive information regarding available financing sources
such as scholarships, grants and loans. Finally, the findings indicate that the students
perceive differences in the academic support services offered by continuing education
campus units. This lends support to importance o f assessment and evaluation activ
ities for individual continuing education units (Dolly, 1995).

Recommendations

To provide better academic support services to nontraditional students attend
ing courses through WMU Extended University Programs and to ultimately impact
enrollment management, the following recommendations should be considered by
administrators.
1. Annually engage in an assessment or evaluation activity over the next three
years to create trend data for the nontraditional student demographics and
their perceived satisfaction with academic support services.
2. Commit to a plan for making long range and immediate changes based on
the survey findings.
3. Consider diversity issues, which include gender, culture, and ethnicity in
planning academic support services and academic programs.
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4. Be flexible. The institution must be receptive to providing courses, poli
cies, procedures, and services that support the needs of their nontra
ditional students.

Study Limitations

The surveys distributed in years 1995 and 2002 were not identical instru
ments. The 2002 survey reflects changes that include technological advancements for
course registration and library services that were not available seven years ago. A
future study should be conducted using the 2002 Student Satisfaction Survey as a
benchmark. Also, the 2002 survey did not include ethnicity or marital status data.
This additional demographic information would provide the institution important
information for future program planning and appropriate support services. Future
research should consider the impact o f ethnicity and other demographic information to
better understand the nontraditional student population attending the different WMU
continuing education units and forecast programmatic and support services needs.

Conclusion

Western Michigan University has an impressive continuing education opera
tion, which includes nine units plus distance education. The continuing education
division, Extended University Programs (EUP), is responsible for over half o f the
institution’s graduate enrollments. The majority of the graduate students attending
EUP courses are working professionals who are part-time students. Assessment and
evaluation activities will assist WMU in continuing to successfully serve this growing
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student population. Western Michigan University is a model for comparable higher
continuing education units at other institutions. This study hopes to serve as a
valuable check-up model for other institutions to reference in exploring perceived
student satisfaction o f support services and for planning and evaluating their pro
grams and services to nontraditional students.
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W ESTERN M ICHIGAN UNIVERSITY

A a g a s i 4 1993

IM8rGil«tgB«
Western Michigan University Iwidssd the Campus Hi/Weekend College during Winter
Semester, 1992, sa l since shat time there have been many changes is its mode of
operation. Many of these changes have occurred ms a result of the feedback obtained
from the Student Services Assessment Questionnaire wMcb has been administered each
semester since the program’s inception.

This session, Sommer 1993, she data callecwl from the Stu^nt Services Assessment
Questionnaire will fee included in aitssertanoe that xm j enable the University to farther
understand and facilitate student needs, Surveys are cooed for the purpose of a follow-up
only. All individual responses wifi be kept confidential Participants may receive a
report o» die survey results by contacting the Office of Adult Learning Services (6161
3& 4167 ,
Enclosed is a business reply envelope for your convenience. Thank you Sir year
astldpated esoperaiios.
Sincerely,

Patricia A, Dolly
Director

/

c3
Enclosure
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u n iv e r s it y
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tor

Pf$§raiis

Cetetvaiion

October 11,2082
Dear Student:
Extended Usi^ersitjrProgrtes Is committed to oontiauoas quality i®fTO¥emenf m ifae
deiiveiy o f degree and certificate f^opsas-at every Western Michigan 'Umvasify branch
campus. Wtfii that .goal- inaiM , I need year help.
A student satisfaction survey will soon he distnbuted in every off-campus coarse. I ask
you so take the questionnaire home, complete it when you have a few spare minutes, and
■thentfeop it off at say campus by the deadline. The time shotted for distribution: sad
collection of every suryey is only three-weeks, and I ask you to give it your thoughtful and
prompt attention.
We hope to team more about the demographics o f oar student hody, the level of
satisfaction with their degree programs, aid what sew programs may be needed in their
geographic areas. We wiE tabulate every response aid then decide which improvements
deserve priority attention. Although the survey is intended for program improvement and
is not for external publication, I will summarize what we learned sad tell you how we
plan to respond.

Before I close, 1would tike to emphasize that the survey you will receive is not a course
evaluation or a faculty member evaluation. Nor is it a survey of your experiences os
WMtFs mala campus in Kalamazoo. Rather, it is your assessment of how we, Extended
University Programs, are serving you at branch campuses and how you feel about the
program in which you are currently enrolled or plan to enroll (PTC aad PTG students
are also encouraged te respond.)
In advance, thank'you for participating in the survey. Please watch for its arrival soon.
Sincerely^

AtanG Walker, PfeX>.
Vice Prevost

MmStewa»:Sfe»!aw i* 4 » « »

tsmslUBMi-rM
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